Kascakova, Janka

Human puppets at the crossroads : a multilayered puppet adaptation of
Katherine Mansfield's classic short story The Daughters of the Late Colonel

Theatralia. 2026, vol. 29, iss. 1, pp. 71-87

ISSN 1803-845X (print); ISSN 2336-4548 (online)

Stable URL (DOI): https://doi.org/10.5817/TY2026-1-5

Stable URL (handle): https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/digilib.84149
License: CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 International

Access Date: 16. 06. 2026

Version: 20260609

Terms of use: Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University provides access to
digitized documents strictly for personal use, unless otherwise specified.

Masarykova univerzita Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts,
Filozoficka fakulta . .
Masaryk University

N
T S digilib.phil.muni.cz

Mmu
AR


https://doi.org/10.5817/TY2026-1-5
https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/digilib.84149
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode.cs

[ Theatralia 29/2026/1 (71—87)]
https://doi.org/10.5817/TY2026-1-5

Human Puppets at the Crossroads:

A Multilayered Puppet Adaptation of Katherine
Mansfield’s Classic Short Story The Daughters
of the Late Colonel

Janka Kascakova

Abstract

Katherine Mansfield's The Daughters of the Late Colonel, one of her most powerful classic
stories, follows two sisters struggling in the aftermath of their father's death. Although at
first it seems they have finally gained freedom from his oppressive influence, it soon be-
comes clear that breaking free from ingrained patterns is difficult, if not impossible. This
paper discusses the original ways Babkové divadlo na Razcesti (the Puppet Theatre at the
Crossroads), Banska Bystrica, Slovakia, adapted and introduced this story to new audien-
ces. It first examines how Mansfield's writing aligns with symbolic/non-realist art and masks.
Then, it presents a case study on how the theatre company bridged the one-hundred-year
time gap and the geographical and cultural distance between early 20th-century Anglopho-
ne modernism and 21%-century young Slavic and global mindsets. By connecting moments
from the original text to the unique puppet performance, the paper demonstrates Mansfiel-
d's ongoing appeal across cultures and eras.

Key words

Katherine Mansfield, modernism, puppet theatre, material performance, adaptation, Thea-
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Katherine Mansfield and the (Puppet) Theatre

Katherine Mansfield’s writing is frequently discussed in terms of its inherent theatri-
cality; as Ruchi Mundeja pointed out, she was ‘endowed with the theatrical deftness
to role-play and authenticate diverse lives’ (MUNDEJA 2020: 62). Gerri Kimber, in
her turn, asserts that Mansfield’s stories have a distinct ‘theatrical quality’ (KIMBER
2021: 51), while Ali Smith brings attention to her letters calling them ‘theatrical mas-
terworks’ (SMITH 2020: 17) and ‘extraordinary, vital, literary / psychological / the-
atrical / intimate artefacts’ (SMITH 2020: 25; emphasis added). This is but a small
sample of a multitude of similar claims in Mansfield scholarship that acknowledge this
fundamental facet of her work. In biographical terms, this theatricality is linked to
two circumstances of her life: firstly, that, by all accounts, she was a born actress with
a remarkable ability to impersonate all kinds of people she encountered. Secondly, she
was fascinated with the then-new medium, film, and even acted as an extra in some of
the many silent films produced in London in the second decade of the 20™ century,
mentioning ‘walking about in a big bare studio in what the American producer calls
“slap up evening dress” (MANSFIELD 2022: 539). None of those films, unfortunately,
survives, yet Mansfield’s engagement with cinematic narration is embedded deeply
within her stories. At a closer look, however, it becomes evident that, apart from the
cinematic influences, her brand of theatricality is in many respects related to how the
contemporary scholars of puppetry and material performance studies present puppet
theatre. For this reason, before proceeding to the analysis of the Puppet Theatre at the
Crossroads’ adaptation of The Daughters of the Late Colonel, this article first discusses
the most crucial aspects of Mansfield’s affinity with puppet theatre, its techniques,
approaches, and underlying principles. It is not my intention to claim that Mansfield
was consciously using the methods of, or particularly invested in, puppet theatre of
her time or that her aesthetics is directly linked to puppetry; her work was shaped by
the ideas and philosophy of modernism above all. What, however, I hope to demon-
strate is how Mansfield was in many ways ahead of her time, anticipating some of our
concerns and approaches and how these hidden and unacknowledged links between
Mansfield, modernism and puppetry facilitate and add further dimensions to this and
potentially other future adaptations of her works for puppet theatre.

At this stage, it is also necessary to note that this unique adaptation made of Man-
sfield’s classic text and discussed in this paper is not a puppet performance in the
narrow sense of the word, that is, a performance using puppets, but rather one that
understands puppetry in its broader sense, a material performance including masks
and objects.

The most outwardly obvious connection between Mansfield and the puppet theatre
lies in her modernist preoccupation with the divided self and her belief that people
often do not show their true selves but instead put on masks when interacting with
others. She once urged her husband, John Middleton Murry, not to: ‘lower your mask
until you have another mask prepared beneath - as terrible as you like - but a mask’
(MANSFIELD 2023: 371). With respect to the divided self, she wrote famously: ‘T am
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a divided being with a bias towards what I want to be, but no more. And this, it seems
I cannot improve... So I am always conscious of this secret disruption in me’ (MAN-
SFIELD 2022: 108). These attitudes were strongly influenced by her fascination with
Henri Bergson’s philosophy and his claim that

there are finally two different selves, one of which is, as it were, the external projection of
the other, its spatial and, so to speak, social representation. We reach the former by deep
introspection, which leads us to grasp our inner states as living things [...] But the moments
at which we thus grasp ourselves are rare, and that is just why we are rarely free. The greater
part of the time we live outside ourselves, hardly perceiving anything of ourselves but our
own ghost, a colourless shadow which pure duration projects into homogeneous space.
Hence our life unfolds in space rather than in time; we live for the external world rather
than for ourselves; we speak rather than think; we ‘are acted’ rather than act ourselves.
(BERGSON 1910: 231)

Mansfield, just like Bergson, saw her social persona interacting with others as a mask
or a puppet she held in front of herself and let it ‘perform’ for others and this attitude
is often reflected in her characters. What is more, whether in life or in fiction, she was
often unhappy with the way her social self ‘was acted’ as if she did not have a good
handle on it, similarly to the experience of puppeteers that ‘the puppet is unruly, that
it wants to do things that differ from what we would impose on it’ (POSNER 2014: 6).
Thus, Mansfield’s character Beryl Fairfield in ‘At the Bay’ (1921), not only deplores
her ‘always acting a part. I'm never my real self for a moment’, but also ‘looks on’ with
disgust on ‘her false self running up and down the stairs’ and acting out for other
people (MANSFIELD 2012: 91).

There are, however, other ways that bring Mansfield closer to the puppet rather
than the traditional Western theatre. The affinity lies in the way she thematises and
incorporates characters, objects, sound/music and light. While in the classical actor-
centred theatre the latter three are often subordinate to an actor’s performance, in
puppet theatre and for Mansfield, the different elements have a more ‘democratic’
place, and their presence is thus much more balanced. As Dassia N. Posner fittingly
states in her introduction to a collection of essays on contemporary puppetry, the
volume proposes to see the modern puppet theatre as

malleable, collaborative, and responsive artistic engagement with the material world. Light
can be something with which to collaborate rather than to bend or focus; billowing cloth can
speak louder than words; a sword or a book or a glass of water can be a partner rather than
a passive, inert object. The idea that we might heed rather than simply manipulate objects
is also causing waves in multiple fields at present - political science, philosophy, robotics,
media studies, theatre, and beyond - demonstrating the value of puppetry and material per-
formance to larger systems of creative thought. (POSNER 2014: 7)
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Perhaps surprisingly, Mansfield’s writing anticipates such approaches as it is simi-
larly deeply engaged with the non-human world and inherently challenges the anthro-
pocentric, patriarchal and hierarchical structures of society; her art, just like the pup-
pet theatre, as Peter Schumann put it, can be deeply subversive and representing ‘the
demons of society’ rather than its institutions (POSNER 2014: 5). Indeed, Mansfield
often advocates for approaching those that were previously seen as inferior (women,
children, people of different races, or even animals and insects) from ‘the position of
equality, not concentrating on their placement with respect to other[s] but rather on
their otherness, seen as a welcome variety and possible inspiration’ (KASCAKOVA
2021: 101). Her stories thus promote a world where humans, rather than dominating
and controlling, start ‘heeding’ not only each other but also the world around them.
She is also not afraid to touch upon uncomfortable or even taboo topics, such as do-
mestic violence and the oppression of women.

In addition to being a short story writer with a restricted space for expression,
Mansfield was also a symbolist, which by default meant that, for her, the ‘billowing
cloth’ did speak louder than words, and objects did not serve in the inferior position
of a mere background or as props. Her stories are peppered with objects that are not
only deeply connected to the life of the characters and offer a commentary on their
lives, but they also sometimes come ‘alive’ and ‘perform’. One of the most memorable
instances appears in Prelude (1917) when Linda Burnell traces the poppy flower on her
bedroom wallpaper and it comes alive:

She could feel the sticky, silky petals, the stem, hairy like a gooseberry skin, the rough leaf
and the tight glazed bud. Things had a habit of coming alive like that. Not only large sub-
stantial things like furniture but curtains and the patterns of stuffs and the fringes of quilts
and cushions. How often she had seen the tassel fringe of her quilt change into a funny
procession of dancers with priests attending. . .. For there were some tassels that did not
dance at all but walked stately, bent forward as if praying or chanting. How often the medi-
cine bottles had turned into a row of little men with brown top-hats on; and the washstand
jug had a way of sitting in the basin like a fat bird in a round nest. (MANSFIELD 2012: 82)

For her daughter Kezia, it is natural that, for the duration of the play, the food she
is preparing in the garden, becomes real rather than just make-believe:

She began to lay the cloth on a pink garden seat. In front of each person she put two gerani-
um leaf plates, a pine needle fork and a twig knife. There were three daisy heads on a laurel
leaf for poached eggs, some slices of fuchsia petal cold beef, some lovely little rissoles made
of earth and water and dandelion seeds, and the chocolate custard which she had decided
to serve in the pawa shell she had cooked it in. (MANSFIELD 2012: 78)

The children, their power of imagination and their different views are another un-

derlying connection between puppetry and Mansfield. As puppetry has been seen by
some as an art ‘for children’ and condescendingly looked down on, so were many
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writers doing when approaching children in their works. Mansfield was one of the few
who paid attention to them without the filter of the idealisations of her fellow Edward-
ians. She realized that some of them can offer alternatives to the adult perspectives
on life and that their ability to imagine and play is not just a childish occupation they
would (and should) grow out of but that it should be a vital part of art and life even
for adults.

As to music,' it formed an inherent part of her thinking and vocabulary, and she
also incorporated it into her stories in a way that is organic and deeply meaningful. In
her famous quote about writing ‘Miss Brill’ (1920) she claimed to have chosen

not only the length of every sentence but even the sound of every sentence. I chose the rise
and fall of every paragraph to fit her, and to fit her on that day at that very moment. After
I'd written it I read it aloud - number of times - just as one would play over a musical com-
position - trying to get it nearer and nearer to the expression of Miss Brill - until it fitted
her. (MANSFIELD 2022: 342)

And this is in no way a single occurrence of this kind. As Claire Davison, analysing
the manuscript draft of ‘Je ne parle pas francais’ (1918), persuasively argues, Mans-
field’s usage of treble clefs as section dividers suggests their ‘connotative function’
rather than that of ‘a mere typographical break’ (DAVISON 2023: 274). According to
her, the way they are positioned and incorporated into the text makes them

heighten dramatic suspense, creating the sort of theatrical effect now known as the Pin-
teresque or Chekhovian pause; they also feature at the precise moment when, in contempo-
rary ‘silent’ films, intense music would be heard from the orchestral pit, or from a piano in
the wings, ‘performing’ the emotional tension of the moment. (DAVISON 2023: 248)

Davison (2023: 248) further demonstrates how the story incorporates a rich network
‘of cinematographic and theatrical references giving sonic and dramatic depth to the
story and shifting the setting from biographical verisimilitude to stage and perfor-
mance’. It is important to emphasise that music, for her, is not just an accompaniment
but an integral part of life and performance, bringing her closer to puppet theatre
than the traditional Western one.

As to Mansfield’s approach to light, in line with Posner’s quote above, she does not
just attempt to ‘bend or focus’ it; she rather collaborates with it with extraordinary
results. In Mansfield’s understanding, light is not only a means of illuminating a per-
son or a place so that they are better visible, not even merely a way of distinguishing
what or who is more important and hence ‘in the spotlight’. For her, light, just like
objects, can ‘speak’ metaphorically, can add meaning and propose alternative views
of perception. The examples are many, yet probably the most noteworthy is little

1 Mansfield was an accomplished cellist and, in her teens, contemplated becoming a professional before
deciding on a career in writing.
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Kezia’s encounter with coloured glass windows and how they alter the perspective of
the viewed objects and people:

The dining-room window had a square of coloured glass at each corner. One was blue and
one was yellow. Kezia bent down to have one more look at a blue lawn with blue arum lil-
ies growing at the gate, and then at a yellow lawn with yellow lilies and a yellow fence. As
she looked a little Chinese Lottie came out on to the lawn and began to dust the tables and
chairs with a corner of her pinafore. Was that really Lottie? Kezia was not quite sure until
she had looked through the ordinary window. (MANSFIELD 2012: 68)

As in the previously quoted extract about play food, here too, Kezia’s perception
becomes reality for the short time she looks through the coloured glass. The objects
outside do not ‘appear’ but ‘are’ different, yellow glass even changing the race of her
little sister for a while.

There is, however, one other quality many of Mansfield’s best stories share and it
further explains or gives a new dimension to some of the claims above. It is the deep
connection of her work to the notion of the ‘uncanny’ as first discussed in 1906 by
Ernst Jentsch and later famously elaborated on in 1919 by Sigmund Freud. John
Bell (2014: 43) interestingly argues that Freud’s and Jentsch’s essays ‘are filled with
references to the essential nature of puppetry’ and that ‘every puppet performance
is also an instance of what [they] called “the uncanny” (BELL 2014: 44). Compa-
rably, Mansfield’s fiction, as Clare Hanson (2011: 115) suggested and proceeded to
demonstrate, ‘can productively be read in the light of and alongside Freud’s 1919
essay’. The many ways in which this connection could be explored would require
a whole other article, but for the purposes of this one, the most interesting aspect
to examine is whether Mansfield presents the appearance of the ‘uncanny’ in hu-
man life as a problem or pathology as Jentsch and Freud did or whether she offers
an option to perceive it positively as Bell does in the case of puppetry: he presents
it ‘as a window into the nature of the material world and its agency’ (BELL 2014:
46) or ‘as a theatrical sentiment to be felt, appreciated, interpreted and celebrated’
(BELL 2014: 51).

For Freud, the feeling of the uncanny appears when our repressed notions, ‘some-
thing that ought to have been kept concealed’ (FREUD 1919: 13; emphasis added),
resurface in our lives. As Bell proposes, Freud’s approach is related to the moder-
nity’s strict division between nature and culture as opposed to more primitive nations’
failure to maintain it. ‘Instead, [for them], objects and humans were connected, ver-
sions of the same existence’ (BELL 2014: 45). For both Freud and Jentsch, when the
modern people surmount these old views, they will no longer experience the uncanny;
it will be the final victory of rationalism and modern science. Bell, however, points
out that modernity did not manage to eradicate these old beliefs in animism, they still
exist and ‘thrive in and benefit from developments in science and technology’, citing
the examples of digital puppetry, motion capture and stop-motion animation (BELL
2014: 51).
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For Mansfield, it could be argued, the uncanny manifests in both aspects: the terrify-
ing and the inspiring. Her adult characters usually experience ‘uncanniness’ as a prob-
lem as their level of education and ‘civilization’ is high and each instance of objects
coming alive is disconcerting. This position features prominently in The Daughters of
the Late Colonel as well. Uncanniness here and in other similar stories also manifests in
the form of doubles, fears of dead bodies, spirits and death, understandable for an au-
thor belonging to the generation of those who experienced and were deeply affected
by the carnage of the Great War. In the stories including children, however, especially
for her unique creation Kezia, such instances of the uncanny are natural and positive,
absolutely ‘to be felt, appreciated, interpreted and celebrated’. And since Mansfield
did not see (female) children as inferior to adult men, this perception was that of an
alternative rather than a subordinate point of view. For her, people experience the
terrifying effects of the uncanny not because they have not yet ‘surmounted’ their
primitive beliefs but because they thought they did and rejected or became oblivious
to what, to her, is an essential and natural side of human character. She often implied
that if people/artists want to reach their full potential, they cannot deny or reject their
or their characters’ origins and primitive side.

The Daughters of the Late Puppeteer: On Paper and On Stage

The short story The Daughters of the Late Colonel, one of Mansfield’s masterpieces, was
first published in May 1921 in the London Mercury and was later included in her col-
lection, The Garden Party and Other Stories, which came out in February 1922, less than
a year before her death. It is one of her longer texts as, for example, Prelude, ‘At the
Bay’ and ‘Je ne parle pas francais’. Similarly to them, it is divided into twelve sections
or ‘scenes’ that are not necessarily organised chronologically. This division, according
to Kimber, enhances their ‘theatrical/cinematic tone’ (KIMBER 2023: 258).

The structural organisation of the story is but one of the reasons why it is a perfect
text to be adapted to a puppet theatre. The others are the deep connection to the
uncanny and the timeless themes, among them one of the key topics of puppet the-
atre, that of the death of the puppet/puppeteer or rather, metaphorically, ‘the idea
of humans as puppet controlled by outside, larger-than-life, and often invisible forces’
(BELL 2014: 52). The story follows two unmarried middle-aged sisters in a relatively
short time window of one week. It is the week of their father’s death, and they spend
it arranging his funeral, reminiscing, and considering their future. It soon becomes
clear that, up to that point, the two sisters had been emotionally, financially and psy-
chologically abused by their overbearing and autocratic father. In consequence, they
are unable to act without his constant supervision and even the regular and small
tasks related to the funeral and the running of the household, things that are done by
many people every day, seem to be insurmountable and daunting. The ultimate proof
of the mental yoke he imposed on them is the tragicomical scene after the funeral
when the older, Josephine, is terrified that they buried the father ‘without asking
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his permission’ and that he would ‘never forgive [them] for this - never!’ to which
Constantia responds with, seemingly illogical, yet in their world understandable “We
couldn’t have kept him unburied. At any rate, not in a flat that size’ (MANSFIELD
2012: 270-271). In a truly uncanny fashion, the old colonel, while dead to everybody
else, is and will remain alive and threatening to his daughters, possibly till the end of
their lives. For all intents and purposes, the two sisters live as puppets without much of
a free will and agency, conditioned by their upbringing and everyday experience. The
story shows them in the moment of crisis, at the crossroads of their lives and while
they are contemplating whether they can be finally free of the strings that bound them
to their father; for the reader, it is painfully obvious that their strings will stay in place
forever, picked up by a new puppeteer taking the place of the old one.

Adapting a Classic Text to a Puppet Theatre Performance
Setting the Stage

The adaptation® of The Daughters of the Late Colonel was made by Divadlo na Rédzcesti
[The Puppet Theatre at the Crossroads] in Banskd Bystrica, Slovakia under the direc-
tion of Iveta Skripkovd and premiered on 19 June 2024 within their project ‘Do strat-
ena’® that aimed at introducing forgotten women writers to the Slovak public. While,
fortunately, in the English-speaking world Mansfield is already recognised as a classic
and the founder of the modernist short story, in Slovakia, her life and work are still
largely unknown and inclusion in a project of this kind is merited. This is the first
adaptation of any of Mansfield’s stories by a Slovak theatre.

The theatre is the youngest institution of its kind in Slovakia, it was established in
1960 (then still in Czechoslovakia) and its ensemble creates performances for chil-
dren, young people and also adults. They aim at crossing the boundaries and fight-
ing prejudice related to the expected age of the puppet theatre audience, engage
in topical issues: they were among the first to address feminist issues, gender-based
violence against women, look for gender-sensitive language in their productions, and
cooperate with Roma artists and people with different sexual orientations. The word
‘crossroads’ in their name indicates that, besides puppets, they employ all other forms
of syncretic and alternative theatre and thus are not a puppet theatre in the traditional
meaning of the word (BABKOVE DIVADLO NA RAZCESTI 2025).

The name and the artistic manifesto of the theatre show so many overlaps with Man-
sfield’s approach to art and topics that mattered to her, that I anticipated the adapta-

2 Translations: Jarmila Samcovd and Janka Kasc¢dkovd; stage, costumes, masks: Michaela Zajackovd; music:
Katarina Malikovd; choreography: Sona Kocanovd; sound and light: Samuel Mazdry; cooperation: Pavol
Bukovina, Marek Horvith; cast: Alzbeta Kralova (Constantia), Marianna Mackurovad (Constantia’s double),
Zuzana Zauskova (Josephine), Terézia Sustekové (Josephine’s double).

3 There is no perfect translation of this expression, it relates to both ‘into the void’ and ‘fading out’,
suggesting artistic techniques in which something slowly decreases in volume or light and becomes invisible.
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tion of her short story with utmost curiosity. Adapting a work of art into a different
medium is always a tricky venture and the trickiness increases when the original is
a beloved text admired by many. For the audience, the key concept and the main topic
of discussion is usually the notion of fidelity, that is, to what extent the new text fol-
lows or is similar to its original. As opposed to them, the scholars and practitioners of
adaptation realise what fans often fail to see: that complete faithfulness to the source
text can actually be detrimental to the final product, rendering it boring and devoid of
the raison d’étre. As Patrice Pavis (1994: 14) claims, in adaptation ‘[a]ll imaginable tex-
tual manoeuvres are permissible: cuts, rearrangement of the narration, stylistic polish-
ing, the use of fewer characters or locations’, even ‘different endings and changes in
the fabula as required by the staging’ all this to bring the source text into a new light,
frame it in a new context. This is especially important with many texts in which the un-
derlying values and beliefs are no longer held by contemporary people, and it would
be counterproductive to keep them intact, without at least questioning their validity
and impact. For that reason, more relevant to the study and practice of adaptation are
the concepts of interpretation, transposition or analogy, ways of bringing narratives,
characters, and themes to contemporary audiences without following the source text
and its structure to the letter, offering new ways to look at the text and bringing it to
the understanding of contemporary audiences.

In this respect, this production of The Daughters of the Late Colonel offers a complex
engagement with Mansfield’s source text, combining moments of fidelity with creative
transpositions into our modern realities. For reasons of space, it is not possible to
discuss every detail of the 60-minute production, but, with some examples from the
play, I hope to demonstrate that the success of this adaptation is rooted in a deep and
unique understanding of Mansfield, arguably aided by those affinities with puppet
theatre discussed in the previous sections of this article.

The stage is very minimalistic, there is a small wall carrying a mirror with old se-
pia pictures, a table, two chairs. On each side of the stage, there is a lectern. There
are four actresses: two playing the main characters Constantia (Con) and Josephine
(Jug) Pinner, and two their doubles, alter egos, representing their minds, conscious-
nesses, but they also act as the narrators of the story. The first two are dressed
in old-fashioned long golden dresses that can also double as dressing gowns, the
other two are in modern black long-sleeved tops and long flowy trousers wearing
dramatic black lipstick. The black-clad actresses also double as some of the minor
characters such as Nurse Andrews (hired to take care of Colonel Pinner in his last
illness), the priest, Mr. Farolles (coming to offer them religious consolation), their
nephew Cyril, and their servant Kate. As will be discussed in a more detailed way
further, most of them are performed using masks, while the father is represented
by performing objects.

The use of the doubles facilitated the adaptation of Mansfield’s text onto the stage.
On the one hand, they enabled the director to keep even the narrative parts of Mans-
field’s text in the performance. On the other, they bring out the uncanny of the sisters’
experience: reveal the workings of the characters’ minds, their own limitations and
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anxieties, illustrate how often people’s inner voices are their greatest enemies, the
invisible but powerful obstacles to their growth.

As mentioned above, a significant part of the source text was kept verbatim, al-
though the sequence of scenes is slightly changed and not all of them are included.
In fact, the play is a thought-provoking combination of word-for-word Mansfield and
occasional sudden and complete departures from her text. However, as will be shown
later, those departures are just textual and in other respects, the play keeps to the
spirit of the original.

(Middle-)Aged, Ageing, Ageless: How Old are the Characters?

Age is an essential and multifaceted concept in puppetry influencing the ways the
performance is viewed and processed by the audiences. It is also an important theme
as contemporary puppetry is exploring new artistic ways to portray ‘the nature of be-
ing alive, being human’ while questioning the illusions of ‘fixed personal identity or
unified self” (YOUNGE 2019). In this respect, Mansfield and more particularly The
Daughters of the Later Colonel share a deep affinity with contemporary puppetry as
they reject the idea of the informative value of age as an indicator of developmental
maturity and instead propose that there is often a major disconnect between the body
and the mind.

Mansfield is known for hardly ever giving the exact age of her characters. Rather
than the number, she offers clues: the way people behave, how they respond to their
surroundings; but more often than not, their behaviour clashes with the expectations
of their age. In the case of children, she characterises them by what they can do or
how well they speak. Like most modernists, she did not believe in the possibility of
a definite description of a character; she saw people as constantly changing and im-
possible to pin down even for a moment. In the case of Constantia and Josephine,
first-time readers are usually confused. They assume the two protagonists are young
girls as, in part I of the story, they behave foolishly and ‘giggle’ in their beds. Later in
the text, however, it becomes obvious that they are much older. There is a picture of
their long-dead mother that is thirty-five years old which means that they are well into
their middle age. In the play, however, the two actresses representing Con and Jug
are clearly younger than the original text calls for and thus at the first sight, it might
seem that the central topic of the story (and one of the key themes of modernism)
that of an unfulfilled, wasted life, being stuck in a loop and getting into an age when
there is no way out, got lost in the translation. One possible explanation could be that
this is advertised as a production for young people and the powerful message of how
indecisiveness, overthinking, being stuck in one’s mind, being afraid to do something,
putting things off, can be frightening and overwhelming, would be more relatable
for young audiences when the characters are like them, not two middle-aged ladies.
However, it is not as simple as that. First of all, what people imagine as middle-aged
vastly differs throughout history but also among individuals of our time. Now, even
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a woman in her 40s can look young and, what is more important, she will often be
active, in control of her body and life, she will have a career, hobbies and can be inde-
pendent. The truth is, there is no one image of a middle-aged woman unless we resort
to clichés and stereotypes and that is the whole point of Mansfield’s regular refusal to
tell people’s age. She understood that the number does not convey anything as people
can wildly differ, and the two sisters are probably the best case in point. According
to their date of birth, they are middle-aged but due to their development stunted by
their father’s oppression, they are also eternal children, teenagers but are also ageless;
their bodies have grown older, yet their minds are immature, they cannot act indepen-
dently. They are outside of time or, as Don Kleine (1978: 423) fittingly called them,
they are ‘orphans of time’.

Another aspect of this play related to age is that while the two main actresses are
young girls, their doubles, the two actresses in black, are not. One of them is very
young-looking yet obviously a woman in her 30s, the other even older, probably in her
50s; the age of the latter is even directly discussed at one point in the play. Yet while
the young girls are dressed in old-fashioned clothes, the older ones are in very chic
and contemporary outfits with make-up, defying the idea of sedate and boring middle
age and its stark difference from young age. This subtle play with age and perception
of it, while not directly following Mansfield’s text, remains within its spirit of the battle
between what age is perceived or expected to be like and what (and how confusing)
it can really be and that not only at any given point of time but also across the time
periods.

In the broader sense, this inability to ‘tell time’, to pinpoint the exact historical pe-
riod, extends to the staging of the adaptation. It has not been rewritten entirely into
a contemporary story, even though some parts of it are very modern. The historical
setting was preserved in the overall outlook of the set design, the props and some of
the costumes. However, as discussed later, this is put in contrast with some present-day
objects that are key to the performance. Such juxtaposition of old and new, dated and
ultra-modern brings forth the idea that the key concerns of this story, even if it was
written a century ago, are still topical and could happen anytime to anybody if the pa-
triarchal patterns of behaviour remain unchallenged and in place. The two sisters can
thus represent the past, but also the present and potential future of women subject to
domestic violence, patriarchal oppression and related traumas.

Who wants to be a servant? Adapting Kate, the Aspiring Puppeteer

As mentioned previously, the two actresses in black also double as other characters
in the story. The actresses use masks and retire behind the mirror which, the audi-
ence realises later, with a change of light, turns into a see-through window. Nurse
Andrews, the priest and the nephew thus take on dreamlike, or rather nightmarish,
almost ghoulish appearances; it is obvious the two sisters are afraid of them. They do
not seem real, just figments of the two sisters’ imagination. They are memories of the
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past and, as such, block their view through the window to a better, more independent
life without the fear of what others might say or do. Significantly, the father, just like
a hidden puppeteer, never actually appears in the story as a mask or a memory. He is
dead and gone, yet still there, painfully present in every moment of their existence,
never allowing them to be free, constantly pulling the strings of the two sisters’ lives.
He is, however, represented by objects. At some point in the play, the two doubles
first manipulate with and later put on black military boots, stomping with them and
scaring the two sisters. However, it is not just the boots that represent the father, but
corsets too. Although the sisters put them on willingly, the corsets - also performing
objects - imply patriarchal dominance over female bodies metaphorically restricting
their lives in the way they physically restrict their breathing.

However, even more interesting than the bodily absence of Colonel Pinner, the
father, is the way the servant Kate is portrayed in the adaptation. She does not get
her own mask behind the mirror, probably because she is not a memory of the past
but belongs to the present and most likely also the future of the two sisters. With re-
spect to Kate, it is important to mention that, while Mansfield often openly criticized
patriarchy, she did not blame everything on men. Rather, she pointed out different
people’s roles in what went wrong with society and repeatedly portrayed women as
those contributing to their own oppression or oppressing other women in their turn.
In this context, she talked about women carrying ‘the self-fashioned chains of slavery’
(MANSFIELD 2016: 91). This is aptly expressed in the play when the two sisters put
on corsets and their doubles help fasten them so tight that they can hardly breathe.

Kate is also the case in point; although her position should mean she is subordinate,
she is a predator who has long understood how intimidated the two sisters are and
is fully taking advantage of their subdued characters. Although, in the original story,
Con and Jug suspect she spies on them and maybe even steals and they contemplate
sending her away, it seems they will never be able to do it and Kate will take over the
role of the puppeteer from their father, wielding the strings from a different position
and angle but holding them firm just like he did.

In the play, the parts with Kate were handled with respect to the source text but
also in an original and contemporary way. Kate thus became one of the highlights of
this performance. And that is saying something because she never appears as a sepa-
rate character. In the moment when they ring for her and she does not come, the
actress representing Con breaks character and starts asking who is supposed to rep-
resent Kate. All of a sudden, all the other actresses start discussing the question and
address each other in their actual names, having a confrontation about who is sup-
posed to play Kate, even breaking the fourth wall by asking the audience members
whether they would be willing to play Kate, ‘willing to be a servant’. Then each of the
actresses shows how they would look when acting as an insolent servant, critiquing
each other’s performances in contemporary Slovak. The last one to perform is the
oldest (and the most experienced, as they tell her) actress and her performance is
praised, yet she immediately refuses to play Kate because ‘she is no servant’. Then the
other black-clad actress on the other side of the stage asks her whether she is never
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a servant, not even when ‘she comes home and finds dog piss on the floor’. What
ensues is first a duet of Jug and her double actresses speaking over each other about
their household chores, then the Con actress joins, and at the end Con’s double
completes a cacophony of complaints about having to clean and cook and iron while
assorted husbands, children and pets make a mess. During all this, Jug’s double is
on her knees, scrubbing the imaginary dog pee from the floor. While it is impossible
to hear and understand everything they shout over one another, keywords all too
well known to most women float around the stage and create the understanding that
while we no longer have obnoxious servants to be afraid of, now many women have
become them to our surroundings, nagging, cursing and threatening. What is more,
while the original Con and Jug feel bullied and trapped by Kate, unable to get rid of
her, women are now in a similar position, trapped and bullied by our own expecta-
tions, expectations of our families or society, even self-bullying ourselves into the
cycle of cleaning, cursing and nagging, often being reluctant or afraid to ask for help
from our loved ones, feeling that it is our duty, our responsibility as good mothers
or wives. This scene ends with one of the actresses taking over Kate’s role briefly to
‘slap the terrified blancmange’ she was supposed to bring on the table and the scene
continues as if nothing happened.

Father's Gold Watch Meets the ‘Applewatchky’

There is one other similar moment that becomes the tour-the-force of this production
and it is related to one of the most important concerns of modernism and Mans-
field’s work: the concept of time, its relativity and the tension between private and
public time. It is also another link to and a different facet of the already discussed
disconnect between time, age and the body in puppetry.

The key symbolic object of the short story related to time is Colonel Pinner’s gold
watch. In the original text, after his death, as it was common in those times, the two
sisters contemplate giving some of his more prized possessions to different people as
mementoes and thankyous. When it comes to the gold watch, they first think to send
it to their absent brother Ben who lives in Ceylon. There is, however, the concern
that somebody would figure out what is in the box and steal it. Con’s suggestion is to
send it disguised in an oddly shaped box that used to contain a corset, and which still
holds the inscription ‘Medium Women’s 28. Extra Firm Busks’ (MANSFIELD 2012:
274). To imagine that their brother would receive such a box is very comical, but the
whole scene is a sad indication that just as the corset was binding the bodies of the
two women, preventing them from being natural, the father’s watch was binding their
minds and souls. It is never expressed who finally gets the watch, but it is probably
their nephew Cyril, who lives in the same city as them and would symbolically take
over the male role of the patriarch wearing the watch as a sceptre of his position. For
him, it would also be a symbol of maturity, as the text maintains that ‘a gold watch
meant so much to a young man’ (MANSFIELD 2012: 274).
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In the play, this claim is repeated twice by Con and Jug respectively and at that mo-
ment Jug’s double cuts in, again breaking the character saying: ‘Not only to a young
man, to me too, for example. My watch means a lot to me too.” What follows is a scene
translating the one-hundred-year-old concerns of Mansfield’s time into the realities
of our contemporary lives, equally urgent and comparably problematic. Con and Jug
in the source story are constantly manipulated and oppressed by people wielding
watches: it is not only their father but also Nurse Andrews who uses it as a pretext to
stay in the room while the father is dying (pretending to measure his pulse) to spy on
the private life of her employers, gathering gossip to spread later. Their nephew Ciyril
uses his ‘busyness’ as an excuse to visit rarely and not stay long and his scenes are full
of references to time and train stations. He manipulates his aunts into thinking their
clock is slower than it should be, citing it as a reason for his departure.

In the play, the old-fashioned gold watch is replaced by a smartwatch on the wrist of
Jug’s double. She even affectionately refers to it as ‘applewatchky’, which is a common
Slovak way of implying emotional closeness by adding a Slovak suffix to an English
word and thus creating a colloquial, endearing name of the popular item coveted by
many young and older alike. The watch here becomes more than a prop though; it
is a performing object, an almost live partner that influences and all but forces the
actress/character to move and act in a certain way and reveals deeper truths about the
contemporary ways of human existence and the importance of certain objects in it.

Jug’s double thus, yet again, breaks character and starts expounding on how, with-
out her ‘applewatchky’, she would not even exercise and how, on the one hand, it
makes her feel good by praising her for meeting the goals, but can also ‘stress her out’
when she fails to meet them. As she says, once, when she forgot to charge it and the
battery died, she felt lost. At this point, the other double chimes in, celebrating her
‘applewatchky’ and its impact on her health; how her water intake, breathing, blood
pressure, stamina, and so on, improved since she owns it, asking the audience to agree
with her and show her their smartwatches. At that point, she even ‘picks up’ a call,
turning away from the audience, telling the imaginary caller she cannot talk now as
she is on stage performing. Jug’s double then answers the prompt from her watch to
spend 30 seconds deep-breathing, and the two smartwatch-carrying actresses invite the
audience to join them while the other two look on bewildered. The 30-second health
break done, they again abruptly return to the play as if nothing happened.

This intermezzo brings the situation of the two sisters acutely close to contemporary
audiences. While Mansfield’s original characters have to bow to the ‘male’, public time
and suppress the natural rhythms of female, private time, many contemporary people
have an analogous problem, they become willing puppets to their own smartwatches
and this, yet again, confirms Mansfield’s claim that people (women) do not always get
oppressed by others but by self-imposed shackles that are equally difficult to shake off
as the ones imposed by others.
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Conclusion

Babkové divadlo na Razcesti’s production of Katherine Mansfield’s The Daughters of the
Late Colonel is an inspired and insightful adaptation, a powerful mix of old and new,
of Mansfield and the theatre’s director and ensemble’s creative input. It brings home,
yet again, the timelessness of Mansfield’s themes and concerns and her ability to span
ages, cultural and social divides, and generational gaps. However, it also demonstrates
the so-far little explored potential of puppet theatre’s hidden rapport with Mansfield
and modernist - fragmented, playful, representational - writing to bring original and
unorthodox adaptations and open a new world into the appreciation of the texts of
one of the most fascinating periods of literary history.
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