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A CONFESSION OF FAITH

I do not fear, for my part, to formulate
my creed, I believe in the immortal world
of marionettes and dolls. Doubtless there
is nothing human in the way of flesh in
these little beings of wood or ecardboard;
but there is in them something of the
divine, however little it may be. They do
not live like ourselves, and yet they do
live. They live as do the immortal gods.
If I were a scholar, I should attempt to
establish their symbolism as Guigniaut
strove, according to Creutzer, after the
symbolism of the divinities of ancient
Greece.

Certainly dolls and marionettes are very
little gods, but they are gods none the
less: they resemble the smaller idols of
antiquity. They resemble even more the
figures by which the savage clumsily
assayed to portray the invisible. And what
are they like, if not like idols, since they
are idols themselves? Their function is
an absolutely religious one. They bring
to little children the only vision of the
divine which is intelligible to them. They
represent all the religion accessible
to the most tender age. They are the
cause of our first dream. They inspire
our first fears and hopes. Pierrot and
Polichinelle contain as much divine
anthropomorphism as can be compre-
hended by brains scarcely formed,
although already terribly active. They are
the Hermes and the Zeus of our little
children. And every doll is still a
Persephone, a Kore, to our little girls.

I should like these words to be taken in
their most literal sense.

Anatole France
LA VIE LITTERAIRE



A Brief History of Puppetry

The existence of puppets can be traced
back to the beginnings of civilization.
Some form of articulated doll has been
found among the artifacts of nearly every
early culture. They began as gods.

The French word marionnette is thought
to have evolved from “little Mary,” for
puppets were used in medieval times at
religious ceremonies. “Puppet” is derived
from the Ttalian word pupa, meaning
doll. In the English speaking countries
“marionette’ usually means with strings,
while “puppet” is used as the general
term. In France, however, “marionette”
covers all types: marionnettes d fils,
marionnettes @ gaine, marionnettes i
tiges: string puppets, hand puppets,
rod puppets, ete. Rod puppets and
shadow puppets became very popular in
the Orient and Middle East and have
been developed into an exquisite art.

In Japan’s Bunraku Theatre each
puppet is manipulated by three puppeteers
who work in ¢losest harmony and in full
view of the audience and who manage to
create great refinement of movement and
subtlety of expression. These lavish
puppet produections include narrators,
singers, shamisen players and drummers
and are possibly the most complex
dramatic art form in existence today.

Western puppetry seems to have
originated in Italy and was introduced to
other countries by traveling showmen.
These entertainers presented their
programs to rich and poor alike,
sometimes in castles, more often in the
gtreets. During the sixteenth century
such artistry was developed in the
construetion of' marionettes that.publie
accusations of witcheraft were leveled
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against some puppeteers who were
thought to possess little devils.

Many writers have been struck by the
image of man being manipulated like a
puppet by forces beyond his control,
but there are others who see marionettes
as pagan gods, far superior to imperfect
mortals. Gordon Craig, the English
designer-actor-writer, caused a furor in
1911 by his suggestion that puppets in
their emotionless perfection are better
equipped to interpret great drama in the
theatre than their human counterparts,
who egotistically tear emotion to tatters
in their foolish attempt to reproduce life.
It is obvious that there is no need for
puppets to study acting or o struggle
for a characterization; they are the
character they were created to be and no
other. When the villain appears on the
puppet stage, he is the very essence of
evil and he doesn’t need to try to prove it.
There he stands, all his wickedness
instantly revealed. In this stylized
theatre, puppets tend to become symbols
of human emotions or abstract concepts,
as in medieval mysteries.

Puppets have had a great influence
upon literature. It is said that Milton
saw a puppet show of Adam and Eve
and was inspired to write Paradise Lost.
Goethe was given a puppet theatre in
his youth and wrote many plays for it.
His masterpiece, Faust, evolved from
one of these efforts.

During the eighteenth and nineteenth

‘centuries puppetry became so popular that

many members of the aristocracy had
private theatres. Command performances
were given for the Empress Maria Theresa
at her palace in Vienna. Haydn composed
music for puppet operettas. In Italy
puppet theatres and marionettes became

more and more elaborate; whole operas
were performed as well as plays and
ballets. In Rome puppet ballerinas were
ordered to wear blue tights to conform

to a Papal ruling on decency. In France
George Sand and her son, Maurice, had a
hand puppet theatre at Nohant, where ol
they entertained their musical and
literary friends. George Sand dressed the
puppets and wrote literally hundreds of
comedies and melodramas for them,
Maurice Sand also wrote plays, and he
and his friends made more than eight
hundred puppets.

Eminent seulptors, writers, and
musicians collaborated to establish
theatres of a rather esoteric nature
which had considerable vogue for a
limited audience, At the same time there
were hundreds of professional puppet
showmen, some touring the country
and some established in towns and cities,
whose shows appealed more to the
working classes and to the children.
These puppeteers, some of them coarse
and disreputable, many of them very
accomplished, were active in most of the
European countries and in England.

Distinetive puppet characters gradually
developed in the various countries and
through the years hecame local or even
national heroes. Puleinella, from Naples;
Polichinelle, from Paris; Guignol,
from Lyon; Hanswurst, from Austria;
Kasperl, from Austria and, later,
Germany; Punch, from England. These
characters were greatly loved and are
almost as much admired today as they
Were S0 many years ago.

Today, with the advent of television and
motion pictures, and with so much
organized activity and entertainment for
children, old fashioned puppet shows are



becoming increasingly scarce. In the
United States it would be out of the
question for a wandering showman to set
up his little theatre in a publie park or
town square. He would probably be
arrested. There are, however, quite a
number of puppeteers in America who
perform at parties or for festivals,
church groups, night clubs, and the like.
Puppets are often seen on television, both
for the commereials and for children’s
programs, and, more rarely, for adult
entertainment. Quite a number of motion
pictures have been made with puppets as
actors. Sometimes the puppets are used
as fantastic interludes or together with
living actors. However, many films have
complete puppet casts. Czechoslovakian
puppet films are outstanding. There are
a few puppeteers who have more or less
permanent theatres.

There has been a recent development
in the use of puppetry as an aid in child
guidance, especially for the disturbed or
retarded child, for children can create an
almost immediate empathy with puppets.

About the only place in the world today
where traditional puppetry is really

flourishing is in the Communist dominated
countries. There are hundreds of state
controlled puppet theatres in Communist
China, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Poland,
Yugosldvia, and the Soviet Union. Some of
these theatres are astonishingly beautiful
and the puppets are exquisite. Puppet
shows are a recognized force for education
and propaganda and are seen regularly by
children and adults in the cities and in
the rural districts. It is interesting to
note that entertainments for children that
engender such strong emotions as fear
and hate are not encouraged either
in the Communist countries or in the
United States.

In the rest of Europe puppet shows are
still given in many of the publiec parks
and the children flock to see them. Most of
these shows would be considered pretty
strong fare for our children, Villains are
beaten unmercifully and there is seldom
any effort to explain why they are
wicked, nor are they given an ounce
of sympathy. Sometimes they even end
up burning in Hell! The stories are
funny, exciting, and eternal ; they are
morality plays and often the very soul of

the hero is at stake. I have seen the
children of France transported by love
for the hero and passionate hate for the
villain; they scream with excitement and
terror, and their pure joy at the triumph
of good over evil is real, They are closely
involved with the puppets, but I believe
they are aware of the fantasy. We seem
afraid to let our children feel that
strongly. Sanctioned entertainment for
children in the United States is drained
of vitality; it is watered down, it must not
excite, it must not frighten, it is barely
allowed to move. The hero isn’t very good;
the villain, if there is one at all, isn’t

very bad, just confused. And so are the
children. After seeing one of these pretty,
pleasant entertainments, the children
cannot be very deeply involved, Children
will, of course, seek violence and it is
ready-made for them in many of the
television shows where absolutely real
appearing people seem to be endlessly
beating up or killing other absolutely real
people. We can only hope they are aware
of the fantasy. With puppets there is no
doubt. They are pure fantasy. They

are immortal.

















































































































































































































































































