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Does the Puppet Die Beyond the Stage? The Story 
of a Paper Ball from 1891, Discovered in 20181

Lilla Lovas

Among Hungarian public collections, the Puppet Collection of the Hungarian Theatre 
Museum and Institute is the only one dedicated to collecting, preserving, processing, 
researching, and publishing the tangible and intangible heritage of puppetry. As a col-
lection of theatre history, our goal is to document the history of Hungarian puppetry 
reconstructed from performances, for the benefit of present and future audiences and 
theatre professionals worldwide. The ephemeral, live nature of performance seems to 
be in stark contrast with the archiving, museological institution system. How, then, 
can we preserve the trace of a performance? What kind of heritage remains from 
a production?

Our Institute treats as source documents the handwritten (diaries, correspondence, 
memoirs, official records, scripts, promptbooks, reviews, reports, etc.), the audiovisual 
(photographs, performance recordings, sound materials, stage and set designs, blue-
prints, artworks, playbills, etc.), and the material (costumes, set elements, props, relics, 
puppets, etc.) memories. These are managed within specialized sub-collections: the 
Photo Archive, the Fine Arts Collection, the Theatre Memorabilia, the Manuscripts 
Collection, the Scenography Collection, the Posters and Brochures, the Topography, 
and the Audiovisual Archive. In the 1970s, two art forms – dance and puppetry – were 
established as distinct collection units within the museum.2

The Puppet Collection is fortunate, as unlike live theatre, it can preserve one of the 
fundamental components of performances: the puppet figures themselves. In museo-
logical terms, it is a relatively young collection. Its core holdings encompass everything 
from 19th-century fairground puppet shows and early 20th-century avant-garde experi-
ments to post-war amateur puppet movements until the establishment of the pro-
fessional puppet theatre structure in Hungary. Its holdings range from Vitéz László 
figures and the experimental works of Arc-en-Ciel artists, through the marionettes of 

1    Details of this article were previously published in Hungarian in Art Limes BÁB-TÁR, vol. 47, no. 
1 (2024), under the title “Kincsek a  bábgyűjteményből. Egy 1891-es papírgalacsin története 2018-ból. 
Belépőjegy Hincz Gusztáv bábszínházába” [Treasures from the puppet collection. The story of a paper ball 
from 1891, from 2018. Admission ticket to Gusztáv Hincz’s puppet theatre].

2    It is a relatively young collection – in Britain the National Puppetry Archive is a century old and the guild 
of puppeteers was founded in 1925. More information can be found at https://nationalpuppetryarchive.
co.uk/about-us/.
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the Astra Puppet Company and the Remsey family, to the set of Háry János produced 
by the celebrated State Puppet Theatre, as well as many contemporary Hungarian 
designers’ works.

Alongside folk, artistic, and professional puppetry, a defining component of this 
canon is the fairground puppetry. Travelling foreign puppeteers began appearing in 
Hungary by the late 18th century, primarily arriving through German and Czech in-
termediaries. Their itinerant lifestyle gradually gave way to a demand for permanent 
venues, which coincided with the pre-WWI period of magyarisation3. This process is 
exemplified by the two most significant Hungarian puppeteer dynasties known today: 
the Hincz and the Korngut-Kemény families.

Our oldest object ensemble – one of the most valuable treasures of the European 
fairground puppetry tradition – comes from the Hincz family’s legacy. The puppeteer 
dynasty, performing at Hungarian fairs since 1841, settled down in Városliget [City 
Park], Budapest, in 1889 and founded the First Hungarian Puppet Theatre there. The 
museum’s object ensemble, a collection which has been handed down through three 
generations from father to son, preserves a century of repertoire and stylistic changes 
in puppet performance, and encompasses the popularization, magyarisation, estab-
lishment, and eventual extinction of Hungarian fairground puppetry.

In Hungary, the Puppet Collection was founded in 1970 by theatre historian Hed-
vig Belitska-Scholtz, the first researcher to focus on Hungarian puppetry. In the late 
1960s, she systematically mapped and acquired puppet-related estates for the Hungar-
ian Theatre Institute. In one of her reports, she noted that in the spring of 1969 she 
had examined the surviving material relics of the Hincz family, distinguished represen-
tatives of the fairground puppetry era. The Institute purchased the main body of the 
estate in 1973. From that moment, the objects became museum artefacts, seemingly 
‘dead matter’, but began their museum lives. To what extent can the entry into an ar-
chival environment be seen as a form of the puppet’s death?

In the museum sphere, the life of objects does not end with acquisition. Scien-
tific processing (classification, identification, cataloguing), preservation (conservation, 
condition maintenance, restoration), presentation and dissemination (exhibitions, re-
search access, loans, digital publication), and education (public outreach, museum 
education, teaching) all contribute to ensuring that future generations can encounter 
these cultural assets centuries hence. Today, digitisation enhances this mission, offer-
ing protected yet accessible forms such as online databases4 and virtual exhibitions. 
The Hincz collection has followed this path over the past fifty years, fully catalogued 
and exhibited worldwide. Until 2018, the museum’s Hincz holdings remained static, 
with no new additions.

3    A cultural assimilation process and policy (forcing a shift in language) took place within the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy to achieve a more cohesive nation-state in ca. 1867–1918. It led to intense ethnic 
tensions at the time, and continues to result in latent tensions ever since.

4    Our online database is available to anyone after a simple registration process at https://szinhaztortenet.
hu/. The link to the Balloon Woman can be found at https://resolver.szinhaztortenet.hu/collection/
OSZMI487551. 
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In 2018, a unique opportunity arose to restore the Balloon Woman puppet5 from the 
Hincz legacy. This is a so-called transforming marionette attributed to Gusztáv Hincz 
(1843–1892), the second-generation member of the family. Gusztáv Hincz’s name first 
appears in the family’s journeyman book in 1863, he probably began directing in 1875, 
using his father’s collection of puppets. This legacy evokes the classic German-style 
marionette theatre. Adolf Hincz had developed a versatile ensemble of 17 marionettes 
adaptable to any play, so Gusztáv Hincz needed to expand his father’s  troupe only 
a little. He chose to add a handful of metamorphosis marionettes, as the transforming 
figures, inspired by mechanical toys and automata, used to be favourites with audi-
ences in the 17th–18th centuries. Their popularity in early 20th-century Hungary is also 
shown by Henrik Kemény Sr., who made his own transforming flat puppets in the 
1910s. Such metamorphosis scenes, designed to astonish the audience, were among 
the most popular numbers of fairground puppet booths. Thanks to the marionette 
technique, the Balloon Woman in the Hincz legacy was able to transform mid-dance 
before the audience’s eyes, from a woman into a balloon, which then floated away 
(Fig. 1). One of the puppet’s forms is a lady with a crinoline and a bonnet; her hoop 
skirt, pulled up with a string, turns into a balloon, beneath which a small puppet sits 
in a paper gondola. Belitska-Scholtz recorded that ‘the Hincz family’s Balloon Woman 
appeared in another form before World War I. During the dance, her crinoline skirt 
rose over her head and turned into an egg shape; a smaller egg fell to the ground, 
from which a little Polichinelle, a clown, sprang out’ (BELITSKA-SCHOLTZ 1974: 19).

The restoration was carried out by Anikó Pataki, textile conservator, and Mária 
Szabóné Szilágyi, sculpture conservator. The process comprised four general stages: 
dismantling, cleaning, conservation, and reassembly. When the female figure was dis-
mantled, a padded coat was found under the striped bodice. The coat was in poor 
condition, its tattered and dirty appearance and its carelessly cut sleeves suggested 
that it had been reused. During cleaning, Pataki discovered a paper ball inside the 
lining. Upon carefully unfolding it, fragments of a printed theatre ticket emerged. 
The pink ticket bore black print: ‘Eintritts-Karte I. Platz Samstag den 12. Dezbr. 1891. 
Gustav Hinz, Director.’ Thus, the conservator found an admission ticket to Gusztáv 
Hincz’s puppet theatre, for the performance on Saturday, December 12, 1891. The 
unique document was later restored by paper conservator Tamás Peller. 

5    Gusztáv Hincz’s  Balloon Woman was probably an internationally popular and fashionable 
metamorphosis puppet in his age. The entry on ‘Trick and Transformation Puppets’ by John McCormick 
in The World Encyclopaedia of Puppetry Arts states that the more common ones were flat cut-outs but some 
were three-dimensional. The entry explains how these complicated puppets worked. Interestingly, the 
entry’s example for three-dimensional European transformation puppets, is the balloonist Madame Blanchard 
puppet. Madame Blanchard, a real balloonist, met a spectacular death in 1819 (see Gilbert King’s writing 
about ‘Sophie Blanchard, the high-flying French woman’ in the Smithsonian Magazine; (KING 2012)). As 
a marionette Mme Blanchard appeared as herself, then her two arms dropped off to become small figures, 
her skirts lifted over her head to become the balloon, revealing the basket hanging from what had been her 
waist, and the two little figures jumped into the basket and flew away. As a flat figure it was usually enough 
for the skirt flap to be raised to become the balloon. – However, the Hungarian Balloon Woman may have 
a different origin: the other form, documented from before World War I, that is the eggs and Polichinelle, 
points to the much older tradition of commedia’dell arte and Pulcinella who was born from an egg. 



230

Lilla Lovas    
Does the Puppet Die Beyond the Stage? The Story of a Paper Ball from 1891...

T
he

at
ra

lia
  [

 2
9 

/ 
20

26
 /

 1
 ]

[ a
rc

hi
ve

  ]

Gusztáv Hincz travelled with his puppet theatre until 1885. Several sources indicate 
that the Hincz family were residents of Budapest from 1885 onwards and performed 
mainly in Budapest and its surroundings. Their gradual settlement is evidenced by the 
1885 City Park plot lease statement and the building permit obtained in 1889. As the 
Vurstli (amusement park) in the City Park gradually took over the entertainment role 
of the fairs, plot No. 5, the building of the First Hungarian Puppet Theatre, Gusztáv 
Hincz, the Balloon Woman, and the admission ticket became the relics, memories of 
this transitional period. 

Just as the marionette figure from the late 19th century safeguarded one of the 
oldest paper relics of Hungarian puppetry, the Puppet Collection of the National 
Theatre History Museum and Institute continues to safeguard numerous trea-
sures. As the museologist working in the collection, my colleagues and I  share 

Fig. 1: The Balloon Woman - Metamorphosis puppet in Gusztáv Hincz’s puppet theatre. 
In the collection of the Hungarian Theatre Museum and Institute Puppet Collection 

(OSZMI Bábtár. Inventory number: 73.50.1.). Photo courtesy of Judit Vanda Tóth, 
Hungarian Theatre Museum and Institute. 
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Fig. 2: Admission Ticket to Gusztáv Hincz’s Puppet Theatre, 1891 (7.3 × 11.8 cm, paper, 
printed) and its restoration. In the collection of the Hungarian Theatre Museum and Institu-
te Puppet Collection (OSZMI Bábtár. Inventory number: 2021.23.1.). Photo by Anikó Pataki. 
Courtesy of the Hungarian Theatre Museum and Institute. “Eintritts-Karte I. Platz Samstag 

den 12. Dezbr. 1891. Gustav Hinz, Director.”
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a dream of creating a permanent exhibition space, a Puppetry Centre, where we 
can introduce visitors to the exciting history of Hungarian puppetry in a  21st-
century setting.

Notes and translation by Gabriella Reuss.
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