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PUPPPETRY, A LITTLE BIT OF MAGIC 
 

 
Marionette, a French word, is thought to have the derived meaning of “little Mary,” because puppets were used in medieval times for religious ceremonies.  

Puppets where used as religious symbols and puppet plays depicting religious stories were often presented to the general public via traveling troops of puppeteers.  They were also used in political formats to help heighten public awareness of certain political issues.  

 

      Puppet is derived from the Italian work pupa, which means doll.  I English speaking countries marionette denotes a puppet with strings.  But in France marionette encompasses all forms of puppets, including both hand and strings.  

Rod and shadow puppets became very popular in the Orient and Middle East and evolved into an art form.  One could not talk about puppetry without mentioning Japan’s Bunraku theatre, where each puppet is worked by three puppeteers, who work in full view of the audience, coordinating movement, expression, narration and lavish music and song.  Western puppetry seems to have originated in Italy.  Troops of puppeteers would travel and entertain audiences all over Europe.   During the 16th century accusations of witchcraft were levied on some puppeteers.  The puppets were looked upon as idols and the puppeteers as participating in evil. 

 

  Puppets have played a significant part in influencing great writers and musicians in creating their works.  It is thought that Milton saw a puppet show of Adam and Eve and this inspired him to write Paradise Lost.  Goethe, the author of Faust, was given a puppet theatre in his childhood and wrote many plays for the puppet theatre.  Hyden wrote musical compositions for the puppet theatre. 

Kings, queens and the general public have embraced puppetry for years.  It is to be remembered that this form of entertainment, was readily available in public parks and town squares.  

 


It was an everyday occurrence for a traveling puppet show to be set up in the small towns and invite the townspeople as well as their children to participate in the show as the audience.  Particular regional puppet characters became popular in various countries of Europe and in England.  Pulichinelle, from Paris; Gulignol, from Lyon; Hanswurst, from Austria; Kasperl, from Austria and Germany; Punch, from England.  Prominent writers wrote scripts and artists designed scenery and theatres for puppet production.  Operas and ballets were written for puppet theatre as well.  There is an opera puppet theatre in operation in Arlington Heights, a suburb of Chicago, IL that is open to the public for performance.  

 


Entertainment has changed through the years.  The general public has embraced television and radio as an everyday vehicle for entertainment.  Puppetry has also been a part of both television and radio.  Burt Tilstrom, with his Kukla, Fran and Ollie puppet show, which was Chicago based, entertained millions of children.  Sherry Lewis, with her Lamb Chop was also another favorite.  Jim Hensen, with his Muppets on the television show, Sesame Street, and in films, brought a new meaning to the word puppetry.  His life-like characters possessed human characteristics, both good and bad.  Children learned how to develop skills to communicate with all types of characteristics by observing Big Bird, Grover and an array of Hensen Muppets.  

 

  Mr. Rogers,in his popular show, Mister Roger’s Neighborhood, with his cast of puppets including, Daniel Tiger, King Friday the 13th and Queen Sara Saturday,would entertain and both help children to problem solve happenings in the neighborhood of make believe.  Live theatre and performance will always captivate the spontaneity of life and its dramatic events, both good and evil.  There is no substitute for this.  

 


Puppetry is an art form that pushes the event of on stage action to the point of complete application of energy into the composition of character of each puppet that is being manipulated.  It may take one person or two or three to do this.  It may be done with a hand puppet, marionette or rod, but the result is the same.  Puppetry can teach and entertain at the same time.  It is a way to connect to both real life situations and to content areas.  It is a way that the arts can be included into a methodology that both captivates and motivates students to learn.

Culture can be taught through puppetry and story and technology 

  

  CULTURE AND STORYTELLING 

 

  Culture encompasses the learned behaviors, beliefs, attitudes, values, and ideals that are characteristic of a particular society or population. ( Ember and Ember) , 1990.  Many cultural heritages were preserved through the use of story.  Students can communicate and form an understanding of culture through story telling and puppetry.  It is an art form in which the listener can create mental pictures as the storyteller relates an adventure, drama or comedy to the audience.

 

Elements in choosing a story to tell: 

 

  1. Pick a story that is free of stereotypes. 

  2. Pick a story that depicts cultural strengths as well as realities of everyday

living 

  3. Pick a story that you like. 

  4. Look for a story rich in dialogue.  If it in the narrative form you might want to create some dialogue. 

  5.  Make sure the story is age appropriate and consider the length of the story. 

  6. If possible, have students participate in the story. 

  7. Practice telling the story. You might practice it in front of a mirror. 

  8.Visualize the character and setting in the story you are telling. 

  9.Listen to your voice. Observe pitch, projection, voice variation and diction. 

  10. Do a practice session and tell your story with focused energy. 

 

   Storytelling with a puppet can play an important role in cultivating an understanding of the basic components of the literature piece as well as being lesson in cultural diversity. 

  Plot 

  Setting 

  Characterization 

  Theme 

  Point of view 

 

  REMEMBER: 

  We learn through experience and experiencing, and no one teaches anyone anything (Spolin, 1990). 

Culture through Technology


The Internet erases boundaries. People connect with each other through email and the web without regard to their physical locations.

New technologies allow us to present old concepts in new ways. Even puppetry can be manipulated using new technology instead of just hands and strings.  For example, in http://www.biomotionlab.ca/Demos/BMLwalker.html one can easily control the movement of a robot, or puppet: One can make it more feminine or masculine, heavy or light, nervous or relaxed, happy or sad.

This easy manipulation is something a puppeteer may take years to learn, and here any novice can do using this new technology.


Puppeteering is a skill to be learned, yet an astute programmer has just coded such a program for us to use so easily.  Other programs, not yet written, but that could be, are those where one could pull on invisible strings and make the puppet move. Yet other programs for the future would be story-based.  One may tell a story and a puppet scene may be created as one talks.  Wouldn't that be marvelous?  Such story telling is very possible but needs lots of programming time.


In today's realities, we can create a movie using pictures of puppets and some movie making programs like Flash or MS movie maker.

We can add sounds, talks, and timings, and make it as smooth as we desire.  This may be a time consuming task but is very plausible.


2D animation such as provided by Macromedia's Flash allows the puppeteer to make visually appealing moving scenes with simple or complex objects.  FLASH provides help such as "twining" that simplifies the creation of animation by reducing the number of unique "key frames" that the artist draws.  FLASH also provides for nested movie clips that permit multiple animations to exist in the same complex movie with each clip having its own time line.


Examples:

- http://www.netiva.net

- http://www.neiu.edu/~ncaftori/FloridaTestArea/LoriePuppets.html

- http://www.neiu.edu/~ncaftori/FloridaTestArea/beninMovies.html


3D packages such as Maya, 3D Studio Max, Poser, and more allow the artist even greater capability with an increase in complexity and somewhat greater cost.


Poser for instance focuses on drawing of 3D humanoids that are clothed, have hair, and that can appear to walk or run on the screen.

3D models can know about themselves, i.e., they can reflect light properly back to a viewer. They can allow their hair to respond to a breeze, and they can walk realistically like the human or animal that they portray. Examples abound.


Computer Animation

Games, films, training simulations, etc., all take advantage of computer animation.  New packages such as those mentioned allow even the small shop or individual to afford the software capability that in the past might have been available only to a Pixar or Disney.  The result is an increased demand for university graduates who know both art and a new kind of programming that is required to make efficient use of FLASH, Poser, etc.


As technology advances old art forms, such as puppetry, that could be out of reach to the masses, can now be mastered by many.  Culture as a consequence can be learned and taught by one or many more readily than ever before.
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