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Abstract

In this article, | examine how the meaningful co-presence and interplay between puppets
and the visible puppeteer add further layers to the interpretations of a Hungarian theatrical
performance of Shakespeare's Macbeth, directed by Rémusz Szikszai in 2018. The focus of
the paper is on the re/presentation of the death of puppets, as Lady Macduff's two children
and Lady Macbeth's baby are the only characters embodied by puppets in the performance
and they either die on stage or are dead from the start. The paper will justify the various po-
ssible reasons for the production’s use of puppets, such as - among others - to raise questi-
ons about the integrity of the personality and the body, to offer a way of coping with trauma,
to make a political statement, or to emphasise the existential nature of the play. The paper
will demonstrate that the production’s employment of puppets is not merely decorative or
popularity-seeking but adds multiple layers to its interpretation.
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Macbeth, child-puppets, visible puppeteer, death of puppets, material of puppets, bunraku,
kokeshi, Weird Sisters, rigidification

33



Marta Hargitai
Death of puppets and puppets of death in Macbeth ...

In the present paper I observe how the significant co-existence and interaction be-
tween puppets and the visible animator add further layers to the interpretations of
a Hungarian theatrical performance of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, directed by Rémusz
Szikszai in 2018. The paper focuses on the re/presentation of the death of puppets,
as Lady Macduff’s two children and Lady Macbeth’s dead baby are the only charac-
ters represented by puppets in the performance, and they either die on stage or are
lifeless all along. The death of the puppets showcases not only the animate/inanimate
binary logic that among others, Benjamin Gillespie finds so reductive (GILLESPIE
2014: 149),' but the view of puppetry as an ecosystem in a ‘permanent narrative and
performative flux between natural and artificial matter, life and death’ (QUANG
2021: 255).2

Although Shakespeare’s Macbeth does not contain so-called puppet-moments,” it is
frequently presented in the puppet-theatre or in live-actor theatre employing puppets.
Just in the past ten years many notable theatre companies around the globe have pro-
duced their Macbeth adaptation using puppets.* Whereas Macbeth will perhaps never
challenge the popularity of The Tempest in the puppet theatre,” it is another Shake-
spearean classic to prove popular there or in live-actor productions using puppets. The
main question, however, is - as rightly raised by Gabriella Reuss in her paper on The
Tempest — ‘whether the puppets add yet another layer to the interpretation or merely
decorate it’ (REUSS 2020: 106).

In the present paper I will demonstrate how and why the use of puppets in this spe-
cific Hungarian adaptation of Macbeth is meaningful going far beyond mere decora-
tion. I will prove that the puppets function in a way to underline certain traditionally
relevant paradoxes of tragedy, such as free will versus determination, the fixity versus
the fluidity of the self, and the im/possibility of knowledge, especially that of the
future. Yet, beyond these, they also reflect on our specific mode of living in the 21*
century, where, as Cariad Astles writes,

1 C.f. Benjamin Gillespie (2018: 149): ‘The theatre offers a potentially reparative space for discerning
objects outside of what has been critiqued as a reductive animate/inanimate binary logic by scholars like
Mel Y. Chen and Bruno Latour, thus releasing us from hierarchies embedded in human-oriented worlds.’
2 Quang is paraphrasing Astles (2018: 64).

3 In the sense that the play-text of Macbeth contains no reference to puppets or the puppet theatre,
in contrast to seven other Shakespeare plays, where you can find such allusions: The Tempest, Hamlet,

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Anthony and Cleopatra, A Winter’s Tale, King Lear, and The Two Gentlemen of

Verona. For further analysis and examples see (GROSS 2020). Noting that in early modern usage both terms
could refer to artificial or diminutive figures, metaphorically aligning with puppet-like bodies, Scott Cutler
Shershow (1995), in Puppets and ‘Popular’ Culture included the words mammet and monkey in his survey on
puppets in Shakespeare. Monkey is relevant from my point of view as well, as Lady Macduff calls her son
a ‘little monkey’ [kis majom] in the Hungarian production. See also Braunmuller’s gloss for monkey: “Term
of playful contempt, especially for a child (OED Monkey 2b), based, presumably, on childish mimicry’
(SHAKESPEARE 1999: 202).

4 Recent puppet adaptations of Macbeth include productions by Pocket Park Puppet Players (USA,
2024), Fratelli Napoli (Italy, 2023), Fille Du Laitier (Canada, 2023), Red Rose Chain (UK, 2022), Abrahamse
& Meyer Productions (South Africa, 2018), and Little Angel Theatre (UK, 2013), among others.

5 c.f. Reuss, ‘The Tempest is “the most puppeted” Shakespearean play worldwide’ (REUSS 2020: 105).
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The human, therefore, previously seen as a dominant and decisive force within world move-
ments, has become reduced to part of a system within which she interacts, but does not
dominate. This greater ecosystem is seen as a constant flow of interactions, processes and
reactions between organic and inorganic matter, in the interrelationship between live and
inanimate beings. (ASTLES 2018: 64)

Astles also calls attention to ‘current concerns and anxieties within society about the
designed and constructed body’ (ASTLES 2018: 66), and the authors of The Routledge
Companion to Puppetry and Material Performance agree that today the ‘demarcations
between life and death may not be as simply construed as in the past’ (POSNER et
al. 2014: 3). Posner and her fellow researchers believe that puppet bodies and the
manipulation of puppets force us to ‘explore this blurred line between life and death,
between the self as a discrete being and one intertwined with inanimate matter’ (POS-
NER et al. 2014: 3).

One relevant influence behind such explorations is Masahiro Mori’s 1970 essay
‘The Uncanny Valley’. Mori called for a new agenda by writing that ‘{W]e should
begin to build an accurate map of the uncanny valley so that through robotics
research we can begin to understand what makes us human (MORI 2012: 100). Al-
though his article reached a larger readership only after its translation into English
in 2005, Mori’s Uncanny Valley Hypothesis Graphs are now frequently referenced
to set the coordinates of not only research in robotics but in the gaming and film
industry as well and his ideas are also becoming central in popular culture (c.f.
POULTON 2014: 289). In 2012 Mori stated in an interview that ‘[T]he uncanny
valley relates to various disciplines, including philosophy, psychology, and design,
and that is why I think it has generated so much interest’ (KAGEKI 2012). As Mori
integrates bunraku puppets and masks from Noh theatre in his graph, puppetry
studies and performance studies could also find his concept helpful. Furthermore,
from my point of view it is relevant that Mori places not only bunraku puppets,
but dolls and zombies as well on the y axis of affinity in his graph. Bunraku has the
highest sense of affinity of the three; the doll is positioned at about the midpoint
of the spectrum; and the zombie is at the bottom of the valley causing eeriness,
discomfort and repulsion. The 2018 Hungarian adaptation of Macbeth features dolls
and zombies, as well as a bunraku puppet, therefore I am going to incorporate
Mori’s insight to further enrich my argument®.

The integration of puppets in Szikszai’s adaptation can be attributed to several
potential interrelated reasons. One significant factor is that it serves to foreground
the problem of determination by fate versus free will while it helps to convey the
concept that man is a small part of a larger system. The use of puppets further

6 Interestingly, Claudia Orenstein, in her 2024 book, Reading the Puppet Stage. Reflections on the Dramaturgy
of Performing Objects, does not reference Mori’s graphs when drawing two diagrams placing puppets, robots,
dolls, and many more, in a framework around objects. Orenstein’s first diagram (fig. 3.1) shows the many
connected realms of object performance, while the second one (fig. 3.2) explains the two aspects of the
puppet: object and image ‘showing the connected artistic realms of both’ (ORENSTEIN 2024: 59-60).
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Fig. 1: Rémusz Szikszai, Macbeth, the scene of Lady Macduff and her son. Hajnalka Szakacs,
Bence Figeczky, puppet design by Karoly Hoffer. © Violetta Prokl, Jaszai Mari Theatre.

explores the fundamental question of what makes us human by emphasising the
liminality of puppets, interrogating the integrity of the human personality and the
body, as well as raising concerns about the permeability between the organic and
the artificial. Since all puppets signify children in the production, the use of pup-
pets also highlights the significance of time, especially its future aspect, and might
offer a theatrical strategy how to cope with trauma, especially the loss of children.
Furthermore, the production can also be interpreted as giving voice to the subal-
tern through the use of puppets, particularly in relation to women, children and
the Weird Sisters.

Therefore, it can be concluded that the employment of puppets not only accentu-
ates the existential nature of the play, but it ultimately serves to articulate a political
statement as well.

Starting with the death of children as puppets, it must first be explained how this
phenomenon is connected to the dynamic and permeability of the human and the
non-human in the puppet system as well as in the total theatrical ecosystem. As Mar-
garet Williams famously concluded, only a puppet can truly die on stage, by being
‘reduced to matter that is impossible to revive or re-create’ (WILLIAMS 2014: 19). This
is exactly what happens in the Hungarian production when a boot-clad foot crushes
the little plaster head of Lady Macduff’s baby. Such action perfectly symbolises what
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a puppet can do: not only can it die convincingly, but, in Szikszai’s words, it is ‘at once
naturalistically present and abstraction itself’ (SZIKSZAI and HOFFER 2023)".

The human-non-human dynamic is just one aspect that is especially relevant in this
production where everything is in constant change and no border is impermeable.
Roles are deconstructed and then rearranged, and with only a few exceptions, such
as Lady Macbeth, Macbeth and Fleance, the actors play more than one role, creating
a profound sense of mutability, which is a defining feature of the world depicted.

One significant example of such variability is the Weird Sisters’ appearance in di-
verse roles throughout the play, such as horses, prostitutes, nuns, as Lady Macduff and
her nanny. Most importantly for the focus of this paper, the male witch® emerges as
a visible puppeteer moving the older Macduff child. The human-non-human dynamic
inherent in the play is given further impetus by the director compassing a motion,’ i.e.
devising a puppet show. The curious liminality of puppets, i.e., their holding a thresh-
old between extremes of de-animation and re-animation that Gross talks about in
Shakespeare’s plays (GROSS 2020: 183), underlines the signature feature of the pro-
duction: flexibility and fluidity.

The very embodiments of mutability, the witches, often climb through or over huge
versatile plaster slabs dominating the stage. These huge props are in themselves sym-
bols and devices for variability, as they are easily moved and can represent a bed,
a bathtub, a grave, a throne, etc., as it seems fit. What is truly intriguing is that these
slabs are made of the same material as the puppets: plaster. Thus, the material of
plaster, which is shown ever falling from the little body of the baby Lady Macbeth is
rocking in her arms at the end of the play, will be both energised as a symbol of time
and change as well as that of the ephemeral and the fragile.

This primary material used for the props is a further link connecting the main
characters: Macbeth and Lady Macbeth both emerge from one of these plaster slabs
and so do the Weird Sisters, and it is one of these props that Macbeth is finally
pressed into by Macduff in the final duel. The volatile nature of plaster is thus
used to elicit a wide range of emotional response: the dust of plaster falling from
the Macbeth-baby can evoke the feelings of the deepest anguish, hopelessness and
never-ending maternal mourning, as Almadsi suggests in his review of the perfor-
mance (ALMASI 2018b). The shock value of the cracking of the little plaster head
of the Macduff baby is also hard to ignore or forget: it is so horrible to hear that

7 All translations are mine, except when otherwise stated. For the English translation of interviews
DeepL. Translator was consulted and then its suggestions were revised by the author.

8 One of the three Weird Sisters is a male role in the production.

9 The phrase is borrowed from The Winter’s Tale, which contains the following puppet moment in 4.3.87:
Autolycus about himself, ‘Vices I would say, sir. I know this man well; he hath been since an ape-bearer,
then a process-server, a bailiff; then ke compassed a motion of the Prodigal Son, and married a tinker’s wife
within a mile where my land and living lies; and having flown over many knavish professions, he settled
only in rogue. Some call him Autolycus’ (emphasis mine). C.f. Susan Snyder and Deborah T. Curren-
Aquino’s glosses to the section 4.3.87 in The Winter’s Tale (The New Cambridge Shakespeare): “compassed:
acquired for touring purposes; or, perhaps, composed, devised; motion: a puppet show” (SHAKESPEARE
2012: 235).
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the director himself finds it bloodcurdling describing it in retrospect (SZIKSZAI
and HOFFER 2023).1°

This overriding concept of vulnerability and evanescence is underlying the main
idea of the play’s perception of time, too. The future is, on the one hand, ines-
capable: Fleance is shown in the final scene sitting on a plaster slab approached
by the sisters’ serpentlike stalking, hinting at the fulfilment of the prediction
that Banquo’s children will be kings. Yet, on the other hand, the future is con-
firmed to be built on sand, easily coming to nought, as exemplified by the death of
Macduff’s children, and the dead baby recovered from the grave by Lady Macbeth,
from whose little body dust is pouring. Therefore, the puppets in the play personify
the children who will not live to make a difference in the future - unlike Fleance,
who will, and who is played by a live child actor in the performance. Thus, the use
of puppets is a meaning-making decision, and so is the choice for the material that
the puppets are made of." It is a conscious and knowledgeable directorial decision
as well to have the male Weird Sister move the older Macduff-child puppet as a vis-
ible puppeteer in the heart-breaking domestic scene inside Macduff’s castle, which
I will describe in more detail later.

Less spectacularly, yet adding another layer of meaning to the use of puppets, in an
early scene, the female Weird Sisters briefly look like dolls or puppets, crouching mo-
tionlessly in the presence of Duncan upon his first meeting with Lady Macbeth. The
sisters only move, i.e., raise their head, upon hearing Macbeth’s name.'? This might
recall to mind Jakobson’s principle of rigidification (JAKOBSON 1975: 8), which
could easily be associated with dying or death itself,” as well as with determination by
a higher force." Anyhow, the Weird Sisters as dolls coming to life upon hearing Mac-

10 c.f. Szikszai’s recollection five years later: ‘...when the murderers hired by Macbeth smashed these
puppets in the open, the slaughter was truly brutal. There was also an infant puppet that was laid on the
ground and stepped on with a boot to the face. It’s horrible to describe. To see and especially to hear the
crack of the plaster head!” (SZIKSZAI and HOFFER 2023).

11 Orenstein’s observations might help elucidate the significance of the material of puppets. She asserts
that ‘the story of the puppet is not primarily written out in dialogue by a playwright, but first in the
materiality of the character, how it is designed and built, which will circumscribe what it is able to do and
then how a puppeteer can put the figure into action. A puppet’s size, shape, and any jointed or flexible
parts it may have and how these move, all contribute to our view of a character and the kind of performance
journey it can enact’” (ORENSTEIN 2024: 26). Orenstein adds that the choice of the very materials used
to make the puppet, such as ‘[CJloth, wood, metal, rock, paper, cardboard, plastic’, etc., has ‘practical and
associative implications’ (ORENSTEIN 2024: 26). Applying Orenstein’s guidance to the stage adaptation of
Macbeth, one should answer the questions: What does it mean for the character of the child puppet to be
made of plaster? Does that mean that it is initially easy to mould but by time it gets fragile and is prone to
disintegration into fine particles? (c.f. ORENSTEIN 2024: 26-27).

12 When Duncan asks, ‘Where is Macbeth?’ at 00:34:18.

13 c.f. (JAKOBSON 1975: 8-9), Puskin and His Sculptural Myth, ‘In the drama, in the epic poem, and
in the fairytale the image of the animated statue evokes the opposite image of rigidified people, whether it
involves a mere comparison of them to a statue, an accidental situation, or actual dying and death. Here the
boundary between life and immobile dead matter is deliberately obliterated.’

14 It is also interesting to consider Jakobson’s distinction between Puskin’s images of forced immobility,
like imprisonment, and free rest (JAKOBSON, 1975: 39).
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beth’s name clearly indicate a connection with him, and as such, the scene suggests his
involvement not only with evil but with death as well."

Children as puppets and characters’ rigidification could also be seen as a political
statement or one aspect of power dynamics both in the play and in our 21* century
context, where the creators may want to ‘confront the audience with their own passiv-
ity’ and show them how easily ‘a living being can be turned into an object void of will’
(JESTROVIC 2019: 68)."° This concept can also be related to the basic paradox of Re-
naissance tragedies where the question arises whether characters have free will or they
are determined by forces beyond them. In the play-text of Macbeth one of the basic
problems is who the Weird Sisters are. Are they real or imagined? Are they manipu-
lating or animating characters like visible puppeteers on stage? Or, are they just the
projection of the inner ambition of Macbeth? The most probable answer is that they
are both real and imagined, and they manipulate the villain-hero while granting him
some free will. Thus, the co-presence of a puppeteer - especially if one is otherwise
a Weird Sister - and the puppet, foregrounds the ontological ambiguity of not only
the puppet, that Paul Piris (2014) so captivatingly writes about, but that of human sub-
jects as well who can also be seen as objects manipulated by higher forces. Theatrical
co-presence, therefore, is given another turn, when a Weird Sister moves the puppet
of the Macduff child. In this way, the figure of the male witch bears another drama-
turgical presence, further enforcing not only ‘the hybridization of the two forms of
body schema’ (PIRIS 2014: 31), but implying a supernaturally controlled event as well.

Taking Piris’ idea a step further, considering Richard Schechner’s multiple frames,
we could say that the subject moving the puppet can also be seen as objectified,
and likewise devoid of a will of their own so far as their role is written, and they are

15 Jakobson’s rigidification is echoed by the designer of the puppets, Karoly Hoffer, who explained
in an interview: ‘The puppet is a fossilised moment in time. He will never have a facial expression of its
own; he will always make the smile that was painted on him. Puppeteers get old, but puppets don’t. Yet the
puppet only lives as long as it borrows time from its animator, and that’s beautiful’ (HOFFER 2020).
Hoffer made similar statements in an interview with Erika Ozsda, where he commented on his earlier
puppet-play about old people: “The puppet has no facial expressions. How can they show their emotions,
for example, if they like something? In such cases, we work with puppeteer’s tone to express emotions. ... If
the right accompanying music is reinforced by the actor’s tone of voice, the puppet’s petrified facial expression
can move in many directions. Then the spectator sees the smile, the twinkle in the eye, the wink, but it is not
really happening. The puppeteers transfer the emotion from their faces to the puppet in their hands. I think
the most beautiful self-deception in the world is puppetry. It was only two years after the premiere that it
first occurred to me that puppets will always be that age, and that young puppeteers will one day reach their
age’ (HOFFER 2019).

16 Silvija Jestrovi¢ in ‘Stage life and stage death (after Veltrusky)’ also mentions Jakobson’s rigidification
when writing: “The live body acquires a similar status to sculpture - in a process of rigidification to use
Jakobson’s term (AMBROS 2012: 83). The only difference from the sculpture is that these figures sometimes
return the gaze. In their brief, sudden gestures of returning the gaze, another shift between object and
person occurs and another change between statics and dynamics - the semiotics of this shift is not only
formal and theatrical, but deeply political. In any case, the strategy that is used here to confront the
audience with their own passivity and colonial amnesia is indeed the one that Veltrusky describes in “Man
and Object”, whereby a living being can be turned into an object void of will’ (JESTROVIC 2019: 68-69).
On the more topical political references in the play see Zsolt Almdsi’s “Textuality, Heritage, and Identity in
Hungary: Contexts for the Interpretation of Szikszai’s Insertion in Macbeth’ (ALMASI 2018).
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instructed by the director, besides being limited by the stage/space and the conven-
tions of drama."” Yet, between the frames there is freedom, as Schechner (2004: 15)
writes. So, in this interim space, each of the players has their autonomy, including
perhaps the puppets as well, whose body and material define and limit what their
animators can do with them, and they also have their own embedded conventions and
signifiers to suggest associations for the audience.™

So, what is this tradition that Szikszai and Hoffer embrace and appropriate in their
production? Mary Jane Law (2014: 161) complains that it is all too easy to call all pup-
petry where a visible puppeteer moves a large - about half-life sized - puppet on stage
bunraku. ‘Use a black hood for a puppeteer or employ more than one puppeteer to
manipulate a puppet, and one is immediately referencing a Japanese theatrical trope.’

Recognising the main differences, i.e., that in the Hungarian adaptation there is
only one animator; the body of the puppet is larger than in bunraku; its costume is
much simpler; the face is rather abstract and generic; the animator is not dressed in
plain black, etc., it is probably safe to say that in Szikszai’s production the bunraku
tradition is appropriated to be in line with Hungarian traditions and also to suit the
purposes of the production. Thus, there is only one manipulator of the puppet, and
the roles of the theatrical ecosystem are not striated any further."” The puppeteer stays
visibly his usual self as one of the witches and it is his voice we can hear uttering the
lines of Macduff’s son in the play-text. The puppet is dressed in black, while the pup-
peteer is well-recognisably the male witch dressed in rags. He uses his right hand to
move the puppet’s body, and his left to move either its hands or legs. The puppet itself
is very much stylised: just a simple stuffed torso and rag arms and legs, with a mask-
like simple white face. In traditional bunraku, in contrast, as Barthes describes it, it is
the leader of the puppeteers’ face that ‘is apparent, smooth, bright, impassive, cold as
“a white onion that has just been washed” (BARTHES 1992: 48). In the production,
at the beginning of the scene, Ross arrives to warn Macduff’s family to escape, and
he gently caresses the boy puppet’s face, emphatically humanizing it so that minutes
later the tearing off of the same boy’s head and its smashing against the floor in a sack
should be all the more painful and shocking in effect. The baby in the arms of the
other Weird Sister - playing a nanny for Lady Macduff - is even more stylised: just
a hidden figurine wrapped in swaddling bands, with a visible head that is going to be
spectacularly, dramatically, an audibly smashed a few minutes later.

Mori (2012: 99) suggests in The Uncanny Valley that a bunraku puppet is not as real-
istic as, for instance, a prosthetic hand, yet, on the vertical axis of affinity (Shinwakan),
it is closer to a healthy human being than to the bottom of the uncanny valley where
zombies ‘live’. In Poulton’s words, ‘[I]ntriguingly, in Mori’s scheme, bunraku puppets

17 c.f. (SCHECHNER 2004: 17-18).

18 Although there is no Hecate in the production to suggest that the Weird Sisters are subordinated to
a higher power, we can perhaps hypothesise that they are moved by invisible hands as well.

19 c.f. Barthes’ definition of bunraku: ‘Bunraku thus practices three separate writings, which it offers
to be read simultaneously in three sites of the spectacle: the puppet, the manipulator, the vociferant: the
effected gesture, the effective gesture, and the vocal gesture’ (BARTHES 1992: 49).
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have crossed the uncanny valley to the other side where verisimilitude is balanced with
familiarity’ (POULTON 2014: 285). Given these coordinates drawn by Mori, ‘we might
feel a high level of affinity for the puppet’ (MORI 2012: 99); paradoxically, a higher
level than what we might feel towards the Weird Sisters dressed like zombies. From the
latter we might feel twice removed: once for the natural/supernatural distinction, and
second, for the living/dead divide. Considering that in this stage production we have
a witch dressed like a zombie moving a bunraku puppet that we feel affinity for as it is
familiar and humanised as a child, the experience might elicit an eerie sensation. We
might indeed feel that we have submerged ourselves in the uncanny valley where at
the bottom we meet reanimated corpses, and thus our responses are naturally divided
and complicated. All the more so, as with death, we anticipate stillness, and as Mori
wryly remarks, {W]e might be glad that this arrow leads down into the still valley of
the corpse and not the valley animated by the living dead’ (MORI 2012: 100).

Despite the humanising factor and our affinities and sympathies for the suffering
of the puppet children, as in bunraku, so in Szikszai’s production, Barthes’ observa-
tion is valid: in both there is a Brechtian V-effect discernible where a ‘distance is
made explicable by Bunraku, which allows us to see how it can function’ (BARTHES
1992: 54 emphasis in the original). More importantly, in bunraku, as Barthes ob-
serves, ‘the puppet has no strings. No more strings, hence no more metaphor, no
more Fate; since the puppet no longer apes the creature, man is no longer a puppet
in the divinity’s hands; the inside no longer commands the outside’ (BARTHES 1992:
62). Could Barthes be wrong? While the French critic must be right in general, in
this Hungarian production the older Macduff-child is a puppet visibly and well-
recognizably manipulated by one of the Weird Sisters. It is also to be acknowledged
that the younger Macduff-child, a baby, is held in the arms of another Weird Sis-
ter, playing a nanny. Furthermore, although the third Weird Sister in the scene is
almost dissolved in the character of Lady Macduff, her pregnancy is indicated by
a prosthetic belly pad worn over her usual zombielike outfit. This marker is fruitfully
ambiguous: on the one hand, we see a supernatural creature, i.e., a zombie-witch
holding the future of a child in her power. On the other, there is a woman openly
playing the role of a pregnant mother. Moreover, the sisters, based on Holinshed,
have often been interpreted as the goddesses of destiny prophesying about the past,
the present and the future.?’ Thus, the metaphor prevails: man is still a puppet of
fate. By extension, as the witches are almost incessantly on stage, it can be inferred
that they are behind many of the motions and actions throughout the play, further
underlining the image of humans in the hands of higher forces.”'

20 More on this and the meaning of wyrd, see (CLARK and MASON 2015: 139), and (TOLMAN 1986).

21 They appear either as the three witches, dressed like zombies, or are metamorphosed into uncanny,
hybrid or liminal beings: centaurs, dolls, nuns, and a priestlike Donaldbain. Thus, they either cut across
opposite states of being, as when they emerge as centaurs or dolls; or they connect humans and the ‘divine’
when they appear as nuns, or when we see the actor playing the male witch changing into a cassock to
represent a very much priestlike Donaldbain. This latter on-stage event functions as yet another theatrical
V-effect in the play.
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As all the puppets in the production are representing children who are physically
close to female characters, as shown above, the connection between children and pup-
pets, and between women and puppets must be explored in more depth. As Shershow
proves in his book entitled Puppets and ‘Popular’ Culture, the etymology of the word
puppet reveals much of its gender-bias against women and many other social or cor-
poreal subalterns: “The word derives’, he traces the origin of the word, ‘from pupa,
the feminine version of the classical Latin word for “little child,” which also had the
meaning “doll” (SHERSOW 1995: 69).

Shershow also displays in minute detail how the overdetermined link between the
performing object and the female body finally consolidated as an inverted, imperfect
version of the male body: ‘a puppetlike vessel providing passive material for the active
masculine form’ (SHERSOW 1995: 70). Shershow follows the feminine associations
and meanings, and creates an attractive chain of evolution that shows ‘a descending
hierarchy of generation and incarnation’: the woman’s procreative body — the child
that body bears and sustains — the child’s plaything — the woman conceptualised
and reified as herself an object (or plaything) of male desire (SHERSOW 1995: 71).%
One such moment in the performance - formerly seen in the context of Jakobson’s ri-
gidification - is when the two female witches briefly look like dolls. Shershow points
out that the meaning of doll in its slang sense as ‘a female pet, a mistress’ precedes,
by more than a century, its meaning in the sense of ‘an image of a human being ...
used as a plaything’ (SHERSHOW 1995: 71). He adds that ‘[TThe latter sense in Shake-
speare’s time was usually conveyed by the words: puppet, babby or baby’ (SHER-
SHOW 1995: 71). Shershow is right: in the banquet scene of the play-text, Macbeth
says, ‘If trembling I inhabit then, protest me / The baby of a girl’ (SHAKESPEARE
1999: 3.4.105-6). Braunmuller explains baby as meaning ‘doll’ or ‘puppet’, citing the
Oxford English Dictionary (SHAKESPEARE 1999: 182). Clark and Mason likewise
refer to the OED definition of baby as a girl’s doll (SHAKESPEARE 2015: 225). In the
stage adaptation, twice we see a mother with a baby in her arms. Both Lady Macduff
and Lady Macbeth hold a baby that could be variously conceived as a puppet, a doll,
a proxy child or a stage prop, as I will explain later. Shershow adds that

Just as ‘doll’ is a diminutive of the name Dorothy applied by arbitrary convention to a wom-
an of loose virtue, so ‘moll’ is a diminutive of the name Mary sometimes similarly applied.
In this case the contrast between the original proper name and its diminutive itself precisely
embodies the all too familiar cultural opposition of the madonna and the whore, woman as
spirit and woman as flesh. (SHERSHOW 1995: 71)

This concept of the gendered view of dolls informs my interpretation of the produc-
tion’s presentation of women, illuminating how the stage adaptation confirms existing

22 All these stages can be seen in the Hungarian production, which pays attention to subalternity on
various levels, yet, on the level of the gendered subaltern, i.e., about giving voice to subaltern women, it has
serious deficiencies. Compare these findings with my recent analysis in Hargitai (2025), where I explore the
representation of female subaltern characters in Szikszai’s 2018 production of Macbeth.
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patriarchal conventions rather than applying a more modern and unbiased attitude.
Women in this performance can only be mothers or anti-mothers, nuns or prostitutes,
or witches and madwomen.

According to Shershow (1995: 70), ‘[T|he original Latin word pupa has also been
adopted unchanged into English as a biological term for the intermediate stage in
the life cycle of certain insects: the ‘chrysalis’ or ‘nymph’ between the caterpillar and
the butterfly.”* Lady Macbeth’s dead baby looks exactly like this: a concealed figurine
closely swathed in tatters, one step further in abstraction compared to the Macduff
baby that had at least a visible material head. The Macbeth baby, in contrast, looks like
something/anything/nothing wrapped in rags whose features we cannot make out at
all. Yet, various signs point to the same referent: it must be a child that the Macbeth
couple lost not so long ago. The similar fabric and colour scheme of the bandages to
be seen around the baby puppets and the bodies of the Weird Sisters further connect
them: this type of clothing is a strong signifier of their liminal status, their occupying
an intermediate state between life and death.* Thus, the baby-puppets represent all
futureless children, stuck in this in-between state of the living-dead, forever in pupal
stage, never to be metamorphosed into adult butterflies.

Lady Macbeth’s dead baby exhumed from the grave can be understood as the image
of the child in an intermediate state not only between life and death, but between the
past and the future and between the natural and the supernatural realm as well. As
Kenneth Gross comments in his article on Shakespeare’s puppets,

Puppets are indeed associated not only with the world of the dead but with the world of de-
monic magic. Sixteenth-century legal records and pamphlets suggest that dolls and ‘poppets’
were among the most suspect possessions of accused witches. Barbara Rosen, in her Witch-
craft in England, 1558-1618 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1991), 138, indeed
records an instance of an ‘imp’ or familiar that was named ‘Puppet’. (GROSS 2020: 190)*

23 c.f. Kenneth Gross’s etymology: “The word derives from the Latin pupa, for little girl or doll, a word
still used in entomology to describe the mysterious, more passive middle stage of an insect’s metamorphosis,
as the larva is covered in a chrysalis, and awaits reemergence as a winged thing. Such an analogy has some
resonance, and yet the word “puppet”, itself a diminutive, still sounds a little like a child’s word, as well as
being a word for a child. Used metaphorically, it gets applied to a thing or person both insignificant and
subjected to the power of others—not a word people will readily apply to themselves. In Shakespeare’s time,
“puppet” - sometimes “pop-pet” - might be an endearment, but also a term used to derogate both actors
and servile politicians, or to mark a woman as a painted seductress, even a prostitute’ (GROSS 2011: 3).
Interestingly, in Hungarian, we also have the same word, bdb, for both puppet and chrysalis.

24 Another step along the spectrum towards total abstraction is Lady Macduff’s prosthetic belly pad
worn outside her clothes as discussed above (Fig.1). On the one hand, this image suggests that we should
see Lady Macduff pregnant to amplify the pain we feel upon her brutal murder. On the other, it makes it
clear that she is only simulating pregnancy as a Weird Sister, and so, the prosthesis functions as an alienating
device breaking the theatrical illusion. The dark graphite grey colour of the belly pad symbolises the death
of the unborn child, and as such it can be conceived as another pupa in the sense discussed above.

25 Shershow (1995: 34) also writes about the phenomenon.
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Fig. 2: Rémusz Szikszai, Macbeth, Lady Macbeth's final scene, Lidia Danis.
© Violetta Prokl, Jaszai Mari Theatre.

Thus, when we see Lady Macbeth for the last time, in a dissociative state of mind,
already detached from reality, her stage image is composite in the sense that it both
recalls her invocation of evil spirits, her imagined infanticide, her deep mourning, and
a traumatised half-belief in the possibility of magical life in the body, i.e., her irrational
hope of reviving the dead baby.

This might lead us on to the last aspect of puppets to discuss, namely, the potenti-
ality of dealing with loss by the help of puppets, appropriating Jane Marie Law’s ob-
servation that in Japanese culture human-shaped figures or effigies were used ‘as
repositories for highly charged emotional experiences such as the loss of a child’
(ORENSTEIN 2014: 112). In her study Law mentions several traditions, rituals and
types of puppets, out of which I will focus on one specific type, the so-called kokeshi.
As Law writes, a kokeshi is ‘a simple, easily made item’ which ‘became a substitute for
a child who never really grew up to see the hardship of peasant life due to infanticide’
(LAW 2014: 158). Terrible as it sounds, she explains,

the practice of infanticide was a common form of family-size regulation during the Toku-
gawa period, when this area was under continued but direct feudal control, and peasants
and farmers were often the most vulnerable population, unable to accommodate growing
families. The hard choice of either ‘erasing’ a child at birth or watching that young child
slowly starve to death at a later age was not an uncommon dilemma. (LAW 2014: 158)
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Starving to death might not have been a very likely turn of fate for the king’s off-
spring even in 12" century Scotland, yet a rather gloomy future or indeed instant
murder could have been awaiting the Macbeth child if their parents should fail. What
is more, the Lady does fantasize about murdering her baby while feeding it before the
murder of Duncan in what is 1.7 in the play-text. Upon her exit she might be weighed
down by her guilty conscience and this is why she is holding on to the surrogate body
of her baby: a constant reminder of her sin (whether metaphorical or real).

Since the Hungarian production appropriates the Japanese bunraku tradition, an-
other Japanese ritual might also be seen recontextualised here. In this sense, what we
see is perhaps deceptive, and what the Lady is holding in her arms is not the dead
body of her baby but a proxy child. In this interpretation the puppet we first took for
a stage prop turns out to be a figurine, representing, not for the audience, but for the
Lady, her child that died or that she killed or fantasised about killing. So, the pup-
pet might be seen as a surrogate baby made out of plaster and rags, in never-ending
remembrance of a most terrible past event/image. In the performance this scene is
part of the sleepwalking scene, in which the Lady re-experiences not only the fateful
events of that ruinous night, but she also imagines talking to her baby. She playfully
complains that ‘Yet here’s a spot’ on its little face, leftover milk as one might specu-
late, and that her hands will never be clean again due to the sweet troubles of moth-
erhood.? As murder and feeding overlap at the beginning of the performance in the
Lady’s famous image of murdering her child as she was feeding it, in the end, in her
‘sleepwalking’ scene, it is not only the motifs of murdering the king and feeding the
baby that re-emerge and converge, but the memory/image of the murder of the child
itself might arise as well.

In this old Japanese custom, Law (2014: 158) writes, ‘we see the ritual necessity of
attendance by the most absent being, accomplished through a body substitute.’ It is
indeed the Macbeth child that is the most absent being in the performance, and this
hiatus is the root of all problems, and thus it is perfectly fitting for the Lady to take her
leave embracing the (surrogate) body of her child. In either case, on stage we would
see an actress playing a mother rocking a puppet in her arms and the real background
story is only to be speculated. Who knows which is worse: to exhume the dead body of
your child from the grave and treat it as if it was alive, or to carry a body substitute in
never-ending remembrance of the child that you killed-whether only metaphorically
or in the real, is still an open question. Or, the puppet can indeed be a proxy child,
a doll, a plaything, standing for the non-existent/unborn one. In this last interpreta-
tion, the Macbeth couple never had an offspring, and the Lady (or the couple) just
imagined or pretended to have had a child.*’

26 The suggested/imagined milky whiteness of the spot on the little face of the baby is an idea further
strengthened by the symbolism of the performance where blood on the face and the body of soldiers and
the murderous couple is white, painted with powdered chalk.

27 This idea is informed by the author’s reading of Edward Albee’s Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf, where
Martha and George agree to raise a fictional son after realising that they are infertile, and whom George
finally ‘kills’. C.f. Lawrence Kingsley (1973: 74), where Kingsley stresses the point that ‘Over the years the
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As Law (2014: 157) concludes, ‘Perhaps this is the task of ritual: to allow in a mimetic
space the resolution of deeply tangled emotions, often contradictory and too difficult
to process in the normal spaces of human life. This is what ritual affords: a certain
suspension of the laws of the human condition and an extraordinary space where
the impossible (absolution, resignation, acceptance) can happen.” Theatre provides
an equally extraordinary space where we suspend our belief in the laws of the outer
world, and we open our mind to entertain the possibility of the impossible to happen.
This suspension of rational laws, e.g. gravity or probability, is even more foregrounded
with the help of puppets or in the puppet theatre. Therefore, the underlying concept
of the staging of this Hungarian Macbeth invites viewers to raise questions about ex-
istence itself as it presents — on multiple levels - puppets of death and the death of
puppets.

Macbeth is probably the most existential play of Shakespeare’s, so it might spe-
cifically call for the involvement of puppets. As Cody Poulton writes, recalling
a personal communication with Basil Jones at the Puppetry and Postdramatic
Performance Conference in 2011, ‘Jones has stressed that the Ur-narrative of all
puppet plays is an existential one: puppets want to live, for puppets can do what
no human actor can, and that is play death convincingly’ (POULTON 2014: 290).
So, when a performance uses puppets, and especially when they die or represent
death on stage, existential questions gain centre stage, and we question human
agency, choices, free will and manipulation, as well as the integrity of the body and
the self. As Williams writes, ‘puppetry has always asked about our relation to the
materiality that includes our own bodies’ and she quotes Victor Molina’s (1998:
176) words that ‘the puppet reveals... that man’s body is not a space that ensures
the indisputability of his I, but right where man (and together with him, anthro-
pocentrism) finds himself contested” (WILLIAMS 2014: 27). This seems to be in
line with Macbeth’s resigned account of life being but a walking shadow, remind-
ing us perhaps of the illusion of action and substance created in the puppet or
shadow theatre.?

A puppet seems to act by itself because it is acted both through and upon, writes
Williams (2014: 26), and maybe some of us see human existence mirrored on the pup-
pet stage just like this. Nagypal’s Macbeth seems to be acting of his own; he believes
- at least for some time - that he has freedom of will, but he loses his heroic stature
by the end of the play. He physically withers away and will be smashed like a repelling
insect by Macduff in the end: he is acted upon in the most literal sense. The ques-
tion, however, remains, was he acted through as well upon by the Weird Sisters from
the beginning? Was it their plan that was put into motion through him? Was his body
moved, animated, and manipulated by these liminal creatures all along? Is Macbeth
another puppet of death on this great stage of fools? Or is he a walking shadow in the

need for such an outlet has blurred the line between reality and illusion and brought George and Martha
to take the easiest way out.’

28 Upon seeing Lady Macbeth exit from the stage with their dead child in her arms, Macbeth advances
downstage, where he is illuminated from behind, reduced to a mere shadow (of himself).
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Uncanny Valley, undead, a hollow crust of dust, mechanically moving forward to the
last syllable of recorded time?*

In the performance, every element of the stage presentation (scenery, props, pup-
pets, real actors and puppeteer, the body of the actors in organic relation with the
body of the stage objects) cuts across boundaries not only between the living and the
dead, the past and the future, the real and the illusory, the organic and the artificial,
or the human and the inanimate, but also between the natural and the supernatural,
the active and the passive, the one acting through and the one being acted upon. All
this perfectly shows opposites to be in constant flux, underscoring the permeability
and dynamism of the ecosystem of theatre. As Williams puts it, ‘[PJluppeteer and
puppet, creator and character, living human and inanimate matter become aspects of
a single reality with all these elements in constant flux. “The puppet” is no longer an
autonomous “living” figure but an object, as is the body of the human performer, and
the only constant reality, it seems, is their shared materiality’ (WILLIAMS 2014: 22),
or their co-presence in Piris’ usage (PIRIS 2014). The puppeteer is no longer a God-
like figure, either. In this new ontological model that Orenstein observes emerging
in the 2010s, there was a paradigm shift acknowledging ‘the interchange that takes
place between human performer and object’. In this new framework, puppeteers give
‘themselves over to the material of the puppet and its possibilities’ (ORENSTEIN
2024: 7). Thus, this new approach replaces ‘a human-centered ontology that views
people as dominating and acting on the material world with one that understands
the combined agency of humans and objects in collective action’ (c.f. ORENSTEIN
2024: 6).

The new ontological model can help elucidate what is happening in the 2018 theatri-
cal adaptation of Macbeth and how puppetry mobilises new layers of meaning. These
layers include the foregrounding of the tension between determinism and free will,
the significance of temporality, and the focus on liminality and permeability between
human agency and inorganic, material being. Therefore, puppets are not randomly
used as sensational accessories in the performance but are necessary and they enrich
interpretations with further dimensions and subtexts reflecting modern audience sen-
sibilities.

29 As the play progresses, Macbeth increasingly appears suspended between life and death. In
performance, Nagypdl lies on his back, picking up dust from the ground and then throwing it upon his
head as he declares, ‘I have lived long enough... I must not look to have’ (02:11:16). Before learning of
his wife’s death, he notes his numbness— ‘I have almost forgot the taste of fears... Cannot once start me.’
(5.5.9-15). Upon receiving news of Lady Macbeth’s demise, a 26-second pause ensues before he articulates
his anguish: ‘She should have died hereafter’ (02:17:12-38). Finally, in the ‘“Tomorrow’ soliloquy, the word
tomorrow is uttered eleven times (instead of three in the play-text) at an extremely slow pace, thereby
emphasising the near-perpetual liminal state in which he remains.
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