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On May 9, 2025, the Budapest Puppet 
Theatre (BPT) hosted the Pál Lellei Me-
morial Conference, an event devoted to 
the life and legacy of Pál Lellei (1940–
2021), the legendary puppet-maker whose 
work has defined generations of Hungar-
ian puppeteers, puppet designers and 
-makers. 

Brought to life – initiated, organised, 
curated and animated –, by Viktória Vég-
vári, Head Theatre Educator at the BPT, 
the gathering commemorated a craft that 
is endangered, almost like a  rare bird 
species. BPT’s  own training program, 
launched to compensate for the craft’s ab-
sence from formal education, was discon-
tinued in 2010; since 2021, the profession 
of puppet-maker no longer exists as a le-
gally recognised occupation in Hungary. 
This political erasure makes it all the more 
vital to preserve, teach, and document 
the practice, to pass on embodied skills 
to new generations, to record the work 
of living masters and workshops, and to 
celebrate puppet-makers’ achievements as 
integral to Hungary’s cultural heritage.

Pál Lellei was a master, indeed, an artist, 
also a teacher of puppet-making, and the 
author of the handbook, Bábkészítés [Pup-
pet-Making] (2014), featuring over 700 of 
his drawings. For more than two decades, 
Pál Lellei worked in the mechanical work-
shop of the Budapest Puppet Theatre, 

where his technical mastery and imagina-
tive experimentation made him a legend. 
Lellei had wanted to be a  sculptor, but 
ended up becoming a technician. Full of 
technical experience at the age of fifty, he 
was invited by Iván Koós1 to join the State 
(now Budapest) Puppet Theatre in 1990. 
Lellei then taught puppeteer students at 
the University of Theatre and Film Arts, 
Budapest, and future puppet designers 
at the University of Fine Arts, Budapest. 
His creations, including Pinocchio, Mow-
gli from The Jungle Book, the mechanically 
intricate Fairy from Sétikáló [Stroller], and 
the finely moving marionettes from Faust, 
became emblematic figures of Hungarian 

1    To understand the weight of this invitation 
we must see who Koós was: a painter, set designer, 
and co-founder of the Aurora Ensemble, an amateur 
(non-state funded, indeed, only tolerated) company 
in 1954, which was interested in pantomime, shadow 
theatre and the marionette. In fact, when Josef 
Skupa’s  Prague marionette theatre gave a  guest 
performance in Budapest in 1954, Koós and his 
friends fell in love with the marionettes. As in 
many European countries, fairground puppeteers 
in Hungary also liked to use this technique, but 
the last time string puppets were used regularly in 
artistic puppetry in Hungary was at the Esterházy 
Palace, Eszterháza / Eisenstadt (today in Austria). 
As Soviet puppet aesthetics excluded string 
puppets, considering them petty bourgeois relics, 
entertainment of the aristocracy, it was an act of 
resistance to use marionettes and name the group 
Aurora – or to belong to the group (BALOGH 
2015). This story sheds light on the hectic nature of 
the history of puppetry in Hungary. 
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puppetry. His technical ingenuity brought 
even the most complex directorial visions 
to life, and puppeteers at the conference 
expressed deep appreciation for his crea-
tivity in adapting puppets to the anima-
tor’s hand. When he retired in 2000, his 
young colleagues Gábriel Safár and Gábor 
Palya succeeded him at the Budapest Pup-
pet Theatre, where they honoured him 
with a marionette modelled after his like-
ness.2 (BUDAPEST BÁBSZÍNHÁZ 2025) 
In 2014, he published his long-awaited 
textbook Puppet-Making, which has proved 
to be a  foundational resource for both 
amateur and professional puppet-makers. 
He also generously donated many of his 
puppet mechanisms to the Puppet Collec-
tion of the Hungarian Theatre Museum 
and Institute.

Lellei’s  life exemplified the delicate bal-
ance between art and function – a harmony 
that is never easy to maintain. His guiding 
principle, often recalled at the conference 
and rooted in his puppet-making practice, 
was simple yet profound: ‘Nothing in pup-
pet theatre can be an end in itself. The 
perfect puppet knows everything that is ex-
pected of it, but not a bit more.’

In her welcome speech, puppeteer and 
BPT’s  managing director Edina Ellinger 
set the tone and the questions the confer-
ence was to explore: ‘In memory of Pál 
Lellei, we followed the journey of puppets 
as objects, from their creation to their ex-
hibition. What makes a puppet workshop 
special? Who is a puppet-maker, and how 
do they learn their craft? How does the 
puppet proceed from the designer’s page 
to the puppet-maker’s  workshop? And 
how can puppets find a new life beyond 

2    Visible at 7:11 in the video recording of the 
conference (BUDAPEST BÁBSZÍNHÁZ 2025).

the stage?’ Speakers came from all over 
Hungary: Ákos Mátravölgyi, on the pup-
pet’s  existential consciousness and the 
metaphysics of movement, Miklós Sári, on 
the integration of 3D printing in puppet 
creation, Ágnes Kiss (Kövér Béla Puppet 
Theatre, Szeged), presenting Puppet Flow 
2024, a festival-like program linking work-
shops across Hungary, Eszter Kocsis (see 
her study in this issue), proposing a new 
puppet-maker’s  curriculum at the inter-
section of theatre and film technologies, 
Gábor Palya, puppet-maker and restorer 
reflecting on puppets’ afterlives and the 
ethics of restoring their functions and mo-
bility, Lilla Lovas, examining puppets as 
museum artefacts within the Hungarian 
Theatre Museum and Institute (see her 
paper in this issue), Terka Láposi, tracing 
the creation of the Vitéz László Puppet 
Theatre and Visual Arts Center (Debre-
cen, Hungary) as a  collection hub, Zsolt 
Somogyi, addressing myths and historio-
graphical challenges in his work-in-pro-
gress Hungarian puppet history, and Dán-
iel Fehér, actor-puppeteer who presented 
his new documentary video series, 

The Birth of Puppets. 

The mood was both festive and elegiac, 
a  community celebration shadowed by 
the awareness that without institutional 
recognition or training, the art of puppet-
making is in danger of extinction. The 
conference thus became a call to action: 
to continue the lineage of craftsmanship 
that Pál Lellei embodied. One of the con-
ference participants, Dániel Fehér, has 
already begun to film several old puppet-
making artisans/artists. To explore this 
initiative further, I  asked the puppeteer 
about his documentary project.
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[GR]  Dániel, your new documentary series 
The Birth of Puppets focuses on puppet-
makers and designers in the Carpathian Ba-
sin. What inspired you to launch this project?

[DF]  I  realised that while Hungarian 
puppet theatre is currently experiencing 
a golden age, the craft of puppet-making 
is under real threat. There hasn’t been 
accredited puppet-making training in 
Hungary for about fifteen years. That 
gap inspired me to create this series – to 
preserve, document, and share the knowl-
edge of the old masters before it disap-
pears.

[GR]  How is the project structured?

[DF]  The series, produced under the 
name of DocArtsPuppetry, consists of 
fifteen educational documentary epi-
sodes filmed over three years3. It’s  the 
first comprehensive attempt to authenti-
cally document the world of Hungarian 
puppet-making masters. I have visited the 
workshops of the Budapest Puppet Thea-
tre, and the Mikropódium of András Lé-
nárt, the Magamura Creative Workshop 
led by Szilárd Boráros and the Tintaló 
Association with Kati Sipos and Péter 
Sisak, and other small Hungarian family 
workshops in Slovakia, Vojvodina in Ser-
bia, and Transylvania in Romania. Each 
episode presents the technical processes 
characteristic of the workshop – and a lot 
more: the environment, the stories, rela-
tionships, and philosophies of the people 
who dedicate their lives to this art.

[GR]  You yourself have a  background that 
bridges multiple traditions. How did your 
personal journey influence the series?

3    Fehér’s work was supported by a  grant from 
the MMA [Hungarian Artists’ Academy].

[DF]  I  started studying at the puppet 
theatre department of the University of 
Theatre and Film Arts in Budapest in 
2013, later continuing in Berlin at the 
Ernst Busch Academy. I  was fortunate 
to study with great masters – Peter Schu-
mann, Stephen Mottram, Noriyuki Sawa, 
Karin Tiefensee, Ingo Mewes, and Pál Lel-
lei. Pál Lellei’s  book, Puppet-Making re-
mains a  foundational text, and it served 
as one of the inspirations for the series’ 
structure. The Birth of Puppets can be 
seen as an updated, audiovisual edition of 
Lellei’s  book, which enriches the stories 
of contemporary artisans with the mate-
rial and the digital innovations of the 21st 
century.

[GR]  What kind of knowledge are you hop-
ing to preserve with this project?

[DF]  We’re talking about highly specif-
ic, embodied knowledge – how to make 
a  good joint, how to combine wood, 
metal, and plastic with polyfoam, when 
to use 3D printing, how to produce a life-
like latex mask or a laminated body part 
that lasts a  hundred performances. This 
knowledge can’t be learned from or 
passed on by a  manual. This knowledge 
is continuously evolving through daily 
practice, through mistakes, and successes. 
That’s why it’s  crucial to record it while 
the masters are still active.

[GR]  What was the atmosphere like during 
the filming process?

[DF]  Always personal and immersive. We 
spent several days in each workshop – 
sharing meals, working side by side, talk-
ing about dilemmas, laughing. The cam-
era wasn’t an observer but a participant 
in the process. This intimacy gives the 
footage its organic, lively quality. In some 
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episodes, we capture full puppet-making 
processes; in others, only a  few unique 
steps or techniques.

[GR]  The series seems to bridge tradition 
and technology. How do you approach that 
balance?

[DF]  That’s  one of the most exciting as-
pects for me. We film traditional carving 
and textile techniques alongside modern 
methods – latex casting, polyurethane 
foams, composites, 3D printing, and me-
chatronics. Each master integrates old 
and new in their very own way. It’s a tech-
nological journey through time – showing 
how materials evolve, but the creative core 
remains deeply human.

[GR]  The puppet-makers in your series come 
from diverse professional backgrounds. Why 
is that important?

[DF]  Because puppetry is one of the most 
interdisciplinary art forms. Many of the 
makers were once goldsmiths, welders, 
restorers, robotics specialists, musicians, 
or sculptors. Their previous professions 
shape how they approach puppet-making 
– technically, aesthetically, and conceptu-
ally. That’s part of what makes this field 
so rich.

[GR]  The series also touches on interna-
tional connections. Could you elaborate on 
these?

[DF]  Absolutely. Many Hungarian pup-
pet-makers studied in Białystok, Berlin, or, 
in Prague, at DAMU, the Czech puppetry 
school, which has had a  profound influ-
ence on the Hungarian puppet scene. But 
the exchange went both ways. With this 
series, I wanted to help reopen that dia-
logue between puppet-making workshops 
across Central Europe. We all face similar 

questions: How can we preserve the hu-
man touch in an increasingly technologi-
cal age? How do we teach sensitivity to 
material?

[GR]  What questions does the series raise 
about the nature of puppetry itself?

[DF]  We ask: What does ‘the puppet-
eer’s way of thinking’ really mean? Which 
materials fit which techniques? How can 
designers and artisans communicate bet-
ter so that the puppets become beautiful, 
functional and easy to handle? How heavy 
should a puppet be to protect the puppet-
eer’s body? These are both technical and 
philosophical questions – and sometimes 
the camera captures the moment when 
a  new puppet moves for the first time. 
Those are magical moments.

[GR]  You also reflect on the cultural eco-
systems that sustain puppetry. Why is that 
significant?

[DF]  Because puppet-making doesn’t hap-
pen in a vacuum. In Kecskemét [town in 
Hungary], for example, mid-20th-century 
cultural policies supported collaboration 
between artists from different fields, – 
ceramics, animation, music, toys, theatre 
– and this synergy had a huge impact on 
puppetry nationwide. We need similar 
ecosystems today, where creativity is sup-
ported through dialogue across the arts.

[GR]  Who is the series meant for?

[DF]  For professionals, students, and any-
one curious about how art and craft meet. 
I hope it inspires young people in Hunga-
ry or elsewhere to take up puppet-making, 
and hopefully it demonstrates that this is 
not a dying craft – it’s  a  living, evolving 
profession and art.
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[GR]  Where can viewers learn more about 
The Birth of Puppets video series?

[DF]  You can follow the project on Insta-
gram @docartspuppetry or on the Doc
ArtsPuppetry YouTube channel. Each 
episode opens a small window into a work-
shop – and together, they form a portrait 
of a  profession and a  both physical and 
metaphorical way of thinking that still has 
so much to teach us.

Though the current cultural climate may 
not favour such slow, material forms of 
creation, the persistence of the entire pup-
peteer community suggests that the knowl-
edge will not vanish easily. The work of 
remembering and transmitting continues 
in the festivals and workshops, the confer-
ences and conversations, the video archiv-
ing and the exhibitions, and in the quiet 
rhythm of manual creation and restora-
tion – that these conference participants 
have stubbornly, resiliently and generously 
offered. As Fehér remarked, ‘puppets are 
living mediators between cultures and gen-
erations; through them, we communicate 
in a  language that crosses borders, com-
bines thought, gesture, and play.’ 

Regarding what puppets and puppet 
makers are, Lellei’s thesis, strategically po-
sitioned at both the opening and the close 
of his book, is unmistakably clear (and 
perhaps less a personal stance than a re-
vealing symptom of the state of the art-
form in 21st century Hungary): ‘puppets 
are works of art – both fine and applied. 

They belong to the fine arts because they 
offer an abstract visual experience, and 
to the applied arts because their creation 
draws on the techniques of numerous 
crafts and professions. Moreover, they are 
an applied art in a special sense, as they 
are made to serve a theatrical form’ (LEL-
LEI 2014: 9). Hence, the puppet maker is 
an artist, who ‘just as performers, actors, 
and musicians … deserve this title’ (LEL-
LEI 2014: 226).
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