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Foreword


Cheryl Henson


The magic of bringing a puppet to life fascinates me. The precision of gesture that conveys a puppet’s inner life can be breathtaking, immediately taking me out of everyday reality and into a world where anything is possible.


As the President of the Jim Henson Foundation, a grant-making organisation that supports puppetry, I have had the opportunity to meet a wide range of artists. In addition to supporting American puppeteers, our foundation produced an International Festival of Puppet Theater for a decade, presenting more than 120 shows from over thirty countries in five festivals. We were the first in the United States to present Handspring Puppet Company, as well as many other extraordinary troupes.


A number of years later, I had the pleasure of meeting Mervyn Millar when he worked with Handspring on the National Theatre’s production of War Horse. The puppeteers in this show brought full-size horse puppets to life and interacted as real horses with human actors. The horses were extraordinarily lifelike. Although the puppeteers were in full view, the audience readily accepted the puppets as horses. With the success of War Horse, Mervyn travelled internationally to train new performers to do these roles. He worked with actors, dancers and movement performers to give them the skills they would need to be good puppeteers.


Puppetry is an ancient theatre form rooted in various cultures throughout the globe. Yet, it is also a contemporary art form embraced by innovative theatre artists creating new styles and techniques. That combination of old and new brings a particular dynamism to puppetry.


A simple puppet can be surprisingly appealing in today’s technologically complex culture. The prevalence of digital media and the easy manipulation of perceived reality is commonplace these days. When what is real in our everyday world becomes questionable, ‘realism’ can feel untrustworthy. In contrast, puppetry can be very straightforward. The magic feels real because you can see exactly how it is done and still choose to believe in it.


In this way, puppetry invites the audience to participate in the theatrical experience. The puppet is not alive. No matter how well it is manipulated, everyone knows that it is not alive. It is an object that appears to breathe, to see, to think, to react – to be an emotionally whole being with an unknowable inner life, just like us. But we understand that a puppet is doing none of these things. It is an illusion that the audience agrees to go along with. It is theatre in its purest form. The puppeteer cannot force the audience to believe. The puppeteer must cajole, convince and carry the audience into the shared illusion of believing in the life of the puppet. As Mervyn puts it:


Something is happening when the audience believes in the puppet, and invests in it emotionally, that they recognise as being close to religious or ritual action. But we should remember that it also has the opposite energy – of playfulness and irreverence. The puppet is like a little god, or a little miracle, but also “just” a toy. It reminds us of being a child – when we imagine our toys into vivid life. I hope that the emphasis in this book on the active part the audience play in imagining the character helps to reveal how it is they who are making this connection…


Of course, this connection to the audience does not happen if the puppet is not believably performed. The manipulation of the puppet is everything. How one trains to manipulate a puppet can vary immensely, but the fundamental principles remain the same.


I had the pleasure of observing Mervyn Millar teach puppet manipulation using the techniques in this book when he came to the National Puppetry Conference at the Eugene O’Neill Theater Center in Waterford, Connecticut, an annual gathering of international puppeteers that brings professionals and trainees together for an intense ten-day period of creative development. At this conference, I watched as Mervyn encouraged and inspired the participants to experiment with their choices, to pick up odd objects and combine them to create characters and give them movement: an old watering can and a wrench, a piece of hose and a bucket, a brass bell and some paper. All of them came to life before our eyes in new and unexpected ways. The atmosphere was calm and supportive, and the participants worked together to create unique characters.


Based on the workshops he developed for training performers for War Horse, as well as workshops like the one at the National Puppetry Conference, Mervyn has written this book to share his craft. With care and dexterity, he takes us through a basic training technique that uses simple materials like sticks and brown paper to focus attention on the movement that gives these objects the appearance of life. The exercises in this book are clear and easily reproducible for many different types of participants.


Although this book is aimed at training performers for live theatre, creating the illusion of life is a skill that can be used in the digital world as well. Digital media – video games, virtual reality, television, film, even social media – all contain manufactured reality in varying degrees. Creatures and characters within those realities can be brought to life by defined gesture and movement, just as puppets are. Whether through digital puppetry or motion capture, the human body and the human hand is still better at conveying movement that reads as life than any computer algorithm. Not only is the training outlined in this book beneficial for a range of performers, it could provide important skills for all sorts of jobs not yet invented in the creation of believable life in alternate realities.


By writing this book and sharing the teaching techniques that he has mastered over many years, Mervyn has offered a wonderful gift to the field of puppetry. I hope that it will be used widely to introduce adventurous spirits to this dynamic art form.


Cheryl Henson has been President of the Jim Henson Foundation since 1992.
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Introduction


Being a Puppeteer


This book is intended to allow you to feel comfortable making theatre with objects and puppets. It will teach you about what performers do when they’re working with puppets, and will show you a simple way in to doing it.


It’s a practical book. There are exercises in it. I use these exercises with both students and professional performers. I also use them (and similar ones) with playwrights, designers, businesspeople and whoever else is willing to ask me to work with them. They are (most of them) suitable for young people or vulnerable groups. The idea of these exercises is to allow people who know nothing about puppetry to do some. And to give those who are learning about puppetry the tools to find out more, as new and innovative ideas appear to them.


So you might use this book as a way of teaching a group about puppetry – your group might be children, adults, professional performers or committed amateurs. You might also use the book as a source of exercises to use in rehearsal when working towards a production. As with many teaching exercises, each one is designed to make the performer (or those watching) more conscious of an aspect of the craft – which can be a key part of the process of finding out what makes your show tick.


This book is about the puppeteer, or the actor, or whatever you want to call the person manipulating the puppet. It’s about how puppetry is similar to, and how it’s different from, acting. A lot of my work has been with professional actors who have a short time in which to learn a bit of puppetry for a show. This book is about how not to feel confused or nervous about bringing a puppet out on stage, and how to feel confident about directing puppets. It’s for actors and performers, and for directors and designers, for teachers and students and for groups who might want to explore puppetry in therapeutic contexts.1


It’s in the nature of most of the exercises that they are for a group. While there are rare occasions when I’ve had the chance to coach someone one on one, they are unusual, and adaptations of the principles behind the exercises can be made. More likely, you have a group who you’d like to introduce to puppetry. Perhaps you are a teacher or a director. Perhaps you are a group of actors working together and who can take it in turns to be the ‘leader’. Or maybe you want to use puppetry as a way to explore a bit of text or a play in an unusual way. Whichever way it is, most of the exercises require a leader, whose job is to say things: sometimes just to stop the room being too quiet; sometimes she will give instructions, sometimes encouragement. If you’re being the leader, make it your job to think about what it’s like for the participants. You’re not there to test or examine them, you’re there to give them nudges as they work something out for themselves.


I’m going to tend to write as if I’m addressing the group leader – although it may be that you are reading this as an individual and it’s you alone who are putting it together. Usually I’ll be giving suggestions on how to interpret or praise the outcomes of the exercises, and suggesting how ideas might fit together into an understanding of the practice. But even if you are the leader, please see if you can try out the exercises yourself – even if it’s on your own in your living room – because you will be able to relate much better to what the group are doing. Puppetry throws the focus of emotion into our physical proprioception; which is to say that we pay attention to the physical experience of emotional states, in order to then translate them into something for people to watch in the puppet. You need to feel it.


Rules


There aren’t really any rules. You will find that I believe certain things to be true – for example, I believe that the puppet’s life is more distinct (and the puppetry is easier) when the puppeteer is connected with his or her breath. But I am aware that there will be plenty of performance situations where this is not important and may even be counterproductive. The routes through these exercises will illustrate a personal, and inevitably biased, approach to puppetry – and you will discover and understand why I think certain things are a good idea. The ambition of this book is not to limit your idea of what puppetry is – it’s to enable you to explore what it can be. I might spend all day teaching a thorough, detailed and understated puppetry scene – and then go and see a show (and love it) which is filled with chaos and wild abandon, and the puppetry is rough, messy and wonderful. Once your puppeteers have control of their puppets, what you and they do with them is unbounded – so together we shall try and gain that control.


The job of the director and performer in the theatre will always be to question received wisdom, and I encourage you to find your own way if you see an opportunity for something more vital and extraordinary to happen in front of you. Your stage is more important than my memories.


Puppets and Objects


I’m not going to teach you how to make puppets. It’s possible that you’ll work it out from what’s in this book. But there are different books for that.2 A puppet is an object. There’s more to it (and there are academic books, too, in which we can discuss the detail of what defines a puppet) – but at the heart of it is this: a puppet is something that is not alive, that we pretend is alive. Puppets that you might have seen and enjoyed might have been beautifully designed and made, they may have had intricate and complex mechanisms or even animatronics – but at the most simple level, they were objects that were being manipulated to seem as if they were alive.


There is no type of performance a puppet can’t do. Puppets can be intensely moving or hilariously funny. It’s the puppeteer that makes them do it. If you can imagine it happening with the puppet, then it can happen. Don’t believe people who tell you that ‘Puppets can’t do text’ or ‘Puppets are only good for comedy’, or ‘Puppets are just for kids’. If you want to do it with a puppet, you can find (or make) the right puppet to do it.


For this reason I’m going to try to teach you how to do puppetry without using any puppets. You do not need to be able to make anything to use this book. We will get hold of things – inanimate objects – and we will learn how to play with them and animate them for an audience. After a while we’ll bend other things (like paper) into the shapes of people in order to explore puppeteering a human character. You and your puppeteers should come out of the experience with a healthy understanding of what would make a good puppet, and the knowledge that it’s their skill that makes the performance and the connection with the audience. This sort of confidence in their ability and technique should give them a clear respect for what a good puppet-maker can offer them – a tool that will bring their skills into focus for the audience and provide the perfect vehicle for the action.


Design in puppetry is, of course, an important thing. A welldesigned puppet is compelling to watch and magnifies the puppeteer’s work. A good puppet is a work of sculpture. A good design invites the audience to imagine a certain type of world and implies a whole lot of things about this character’s relationship to it; a good design tells you about the background and personality of the character; a good design makes the puppet move in certain ways which make that character distinct and helps the puppeteer with his work. But the design is made for action, and without the puppeteer, the sculpture is inert and incomplete. The puppet is the passive centre of the fundamental relationship in performance between the puppeteer and the audience.


The Exercises


The exercises throughout this book are usually exploratory ones: we’ll usually set up a character, and then invite the puppeteer to find out more about that character by exploring the room, a situation, or another character. Through this action, the puppeteer and the audience will discover what works and doesn’t work in puppetry. Sometimes (especially later) the puppet will have a clear challenge to execute – these exercises take the same approach to discovering technique.


There is a lot of improvisation in the exercises. If your puppeteers haven’t done much improvisation before, don’t panic. These guided exercises will be a good introduction – the stakes are low and your calming voice can help them get out of sticky situations. Trust each other and don’t let anyone lose heart (or lose face) if one impro doesn’t go as you expected – there will be another one along in a minute. If the group like improvising, these exercises should not be the end of the explorations – get a book on improvisation and start trying those exercises with your animated objects.


The Format of the Exercises


The exercises sometimes have a little introductory paragraph, but if they don’t need one I haven’t put one in for the sake of it. Read through the whole exercise before you start!


◦ Then they are written in bullet points.


◦ Most of the bullet points are there for the leader – it might be instructions on what you need to set up, for example, or something that you are looking out for. They’re in italics, like this one.


◦ Others are suggestions of what you might say. Use your own tone of voice, don’t necessarily read mine out word for word.


◦ They will be broken up to remind you to let the exercise carry on for a bit.


◦ Remember they are indications and not a script.


◦ Things may happen when you do the exercise that you need to respond to.


◦ Know the exercise well and make it your own.


If you are a director or group leader, you might read the exercise instructions out at first, but once you have done them a few times, I hope you will deliver them in your own style.


They have no fixed length. You will be surprised sometimes how long you can let an instruction carry on for. Sometimes leaving the group without much information for a while can allow them to find a new relationship with the direction you’ve given them. You will probably find that some people in the group become bored (i.e. self-conscious) earlier than others. If their impatience starts to disrupt the concentration in the room, it’s usually easy to guide them back into the exercise by offering a new suggestion to everyone. The participants who feel less engaged will be more likely to leap on the new idea. Otherwise, I would suggest you let the exercises run a little longer than your instincts suggest.


Most people, performers and non-performers alike, will try something safe first – by which I mean something that they have done before, or that they know will ‘work’. Sometimes this thing will be very impressive, but it is likely to teach them nothing. It’s when they have exhausted the potential of that first idea that they will try something that might not work – but which has genuinely emerged from the exercise itself. I don’t think that there is a useful way to sidestep the first idea. It’s part of our confidence-building process to find security at first. And it’s good for you to know what your performers’ reflex character is, and see who can really open themselves up as the exercise goes on.


You might find that you need to talk while people work on the exercises. The room can seem oppressive when it’s silent. You might use music to help with this problem. If you are working towards a particular style of production, this might be very useful to unify and gently guide the group; although be aware that it can have the effect of steering the content of the improvisation. So you might find that it’s your voice that reassures them that they’re spending their time valuably.


It’s a common experience for the leader that they see participants who don’t seem to be ‘getting’ the exercise. Perhaps someone didn’t hear one of your instructions. Perhaps they are trying something other than what you suggested (and perhaps you should see what it is before steering them). Get used to repeating the guidance in different ways. Rephrasing the prompt without it sounding like a correction or criticism will also help you to understand what you really think is important in the exercise. And if you are relaxed about what happens, let people interpret your guidance loosely.


In many of the exercises, the ‘audience’ have a clearly defined role to offer feedback. The audience in this case is the rest of the group, where only one or two are performing. One of the themes of this book is that the performers and the audience are working together to make the performance. I hope this will become clearer as you work through doing the exercises. This will pay off the further you go – the informed and involved audience become brilliant guides for developing your work.


Patience is important. Really excellent puppetry requires rehearsal and painstaking problem-solving – and when puppeteers have a long-established security with their puppet, they can vary the action with extraordinary fluency. That patience in the puppeteer derives from patience in the director too. If you’re in rehearsals it can be a frustrating time for a director – the puppeteers are not in complete control of their characters, timings and actions are out, rhythms are stumbling. Playing in low-pressure sessions with these exercises should help you understand the process by which puppeteers get control first of the character, then of the scene and, through that process, of the puppetry technique. It’s not useful to rush this process. Your trust in your puppeteers, and your patient support as they put together what needs to be both an emotional and technical performance, is essential.


It’s actually not difficult to go from being a complete beginner to quite a good puppeteer. Getting really good takes time and experience. Good puppetry is much easier with confidence, but building confidence requires time, and benefits from repetition, support, and, in these exercises, a sense of not being scrutinised or assessed until you are ready. Early in Chapter One, the exercises are about working without an audience. It will be useful if you are able to give the participants the impression that they are free to make mistakes and do it wrong. The more things they try, the more likely they are to find something they enjoy. Later, when we put ideas in front of an audience, we’ll be able to see what works and what doesn’t – but it’s beneficial to have lots of ideas at that point. So make sure there’s time to play, and explore foolish and unlikely ideas.


The Theory


The theory should hopefully join up the thinking between the exercises. From the thinking comes a set of principles that hopefully fit together. I’ll stop and try to join the dots periodically, but you should be able to read through smoothly. The book is split into sections. Chapter One looks at simple ways to get started – using sticks and objects manipulated on a table. This miniature stage is a great place to make discoveries. It’s no coincidence that many theatre directors were formerly the impresarios of miniature tabletop theatres. You can judge scale and intention, storytelling and composition easily. It might be that you continue to work at this sort of scale – it’s suitable for a whole range of shows, from international touring to studio theatres and festivals. But I anticipate that some of you want to work on a larger scale and alongside actors.


The second set of exercises (in Chapter Two) will offer avenues to explore to investigate particular principles in more detail and set you more involving challenges.


Chapter Three is about complex puppets – by which I mean puppets using more than one manipulator. The complexity is to do with coordinating the puppeteers. We will use a very simple puppet made of paper to explore this technique. The principles can be extended and applied to other puppets, such as the War Horse horses or others that you will design. The development of your work will not be linear, though. You will hopefully find yourself then going back to the first two chapters to play with the simple things, which will illuminate and refine your work with the complex puppets. Likewise, if you are interested in working with ‘simpler’ or smaller puppets, the work with the larger figures will offer provocations about the level of subtlety and nuance you might try to get out of gloves, sticks or objects.


In Chapters Four and Five, where there are no exercises, I’ll talk about the puppeteer as a presence on stage, and about how to use this work as a springboard to make your own work – which will hopefully include things that I can’t imagine. There’s plenty of advice in here that I wish I had followed myself in shows that I have worked on. Some of it is hard-earned.


Warming Up


Puppetry is a physical activity. Even moving a small object on a tabletop might require the puppeteer to be stretching, bending, crouching and kneeling. It is important to have a good stretch and warm up before you get involved in these exercises.


It’s also useful for two other reasons. The approach to puppetry that we’re going to take here draws on a consciousness of the physical body. Because puppetry very often involves the expression of thoughts as posture or as actions, we need to be alert to the physical sensations of (for example) guilt or joy. This is much easier if the body has been woken up before the session begins. When working with a script, we would probably ‘read through’ before we get it up on its feet. With the puppet (and therefore the puppeteer), the read-through would involve connecting with all of the physical sensations relating to the emotional action (which might be the unwritten subtext) of the scene. The emotions and the nervous system’s brain-function express themselves throughout the body. A freshly warmed-up puppeteer finds it easier to connect.


In the same way, the warm-up serves as a psychological rinse, letting the performer feel in their body that any stresses of the outside world are to be set aside, and cleaning the slate of the body and mind for the exercises and scenes to be approached.


So do always do a warm-up before you begin work. I’d suggest starting with some breathing while the body settles into a neutral position, and extending the breath to fill the body – so that it swells and stretches it as the air rushes in. The outbreath brings us back down into contact with our weight, and allows the body to collapse down at the waist and hang. I use the breath cycle of inflation and collapse to explore these positions of straining extension (inflated) and of looseness (breath fully out). Then work through all the parts of the body from the toes to the neck. Make sure the hips and legs are free to move, that the spine is flexible and the shoulders relaxed, and pay some special attention to the fingers. Invent a little stretch to develop your fingers’ ability to move independently – balling and unrolling them, ‘typing’ or whatever suits. And work the face too – even though it’s not the focus of our work as puppeteers, lots of resistance can hide in the set muscles of the face.


My work recently has increasingly involved voice, and I can’t see how a good physical warm-up can exclude the breath and voice. Big emotional expression through the voice is a great analogue for what we are doing with the puppet. The voice takes your breath and makes it emotional (and enormous) in just the same way that we are going to do with objects. So clear the pipes as well, especially if you anticipate your characters speaking. By the end, the performer’s body should feel mobile and slightly floppy – you want them to be awakened to the pull of gravity on their body and their muscular control over it.


The Space


Some of the exercises involve working on the floor. If your group possibly can, I would strongly recommend it. So it helps if the floor is not cold, hard concrete. And expect to give it a sweep before you start. Most people are surprisingly willing to spend a few minutes sitting (and crawling) around on the floor, as long as it’s clean.


I really like starting with an exercise that involves working on the floor. It’s a great leveller – it’s mildly uncomfortable for everyone, but everyone participates.


Clothes


The group needs to be wearing clothes they can move comfortably in. We’re not concerned with hiding puppeteers in these games, so we will see the person moving the puppet. Puppeteers do not need to be in black all the time – but you will probably find that the further you get into your work, the more you appreciate your group wearing muted colours that don’t grab your attention. The technique of the puppeteer will help present the puppet away from them and give it more focus, but it doesn’t help you if you’re in bright orange. Similarly there’s no need for hoods or face coverings. However, if you are making a show and decide that you want to use black clothes and face coverings, then make sure you rehearse with them, as they will change the way you can behave!


One thing you might want to invest in is some kneepads. Many of these exercises require crawling around on the floor and kneepads can be really useful. I’d use soft ones, many of which are very discreet and lightweight.
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Puppetry – the act of pretending that an object is alive – is natural and instinctive. We take an object, move it as if it’s alive, and provide it with thoughts and a voice. The object – behaving like a person, or an animal – lives through experiences that we don’t, and might respond in ways we never would. Everyone does it as a child (and every parent does it too). The puppet is a safe way for us to experience thrills, adventures, romances and deaths by proxy. What we do in theatre is a refined version, and targeted at an audience, but the desire to imagine life in an object, and to help someone else imagine life in that object, is not hard to find.





Part One


Hands


Let’s start out with an exercise.


This works well with a group – any size will do as long as there is enough space in the room. Everyone should do it, no one should be watching. (You can also do it alone.)


1a. Hand Animals


◦ Do a little warm-up just to stretch out, wake up and get rid of tension.


◦ Sit on the floor with enough space around you that you can move your arms around without hitting the next person.


◦ Relax.


◦ Lay one hand on the floor.


◦ Ignoring what the other people around you are doing, play a little with moving different parts of your hands. One finger, two fingers… move them about. Rest.


◦ Stretch your hand out. Relax it again.


◦ Breathe. Just be aware of the breath in your back and ribs. Let your breath be slightly audible, so that someone next to you would be able to hear it.


◦ Let the hand ‘breathe’, so that it’s making a little movement in sympathy with your breath.


◦ The hands are asleep, and this is the sound of their breathing.


◦ The sleeping hands are a little bit restless. Maybe some of them are murmuring a bit. They are dreaming about… gloves? Other hands? Let your hand roll over and move a little in its sleep.


◦ The hands are waking up. Perhaps they yawn. Let your hand wake up. Keep the breathing. See if your hand can move a little in one direction or another. See what happens when your hand wants to move up onto your leg, and back down again. Feel how it moves a bit differently.


◦ Let your hand look around the room. It can’t see the other hands or the people, but it can see everything else: marks on the floor, things on the wall, plug sockets, chairs, bags, shoes. See what your hand is interested in. Let the hand mutter to itself. Keep your breath audible.


◦ Let the hand stay in contact with the ground – it has weight, which it has to push to lift itself or move itself.


◦ Let the hand try to move over to the thing it finds most interesting. See how it pulls or pushes itself along, so that it’s just muscles in the hand that are moving it. Try making the journey easier by jumping or sliding some of the way. When you get to the interesting thing, let the hand have a look at it. By now you will have found out where the hand’s ‘eyes’ are. Let the hand smell the interesting thing, or blow on it.


◦ Have another look around. Mutter. See something else interesting. Start to move over there.


This is a fun and useful warm-up that works with everyone from schoolchildren to very experienced puppeteers. I learnt it from Rachel Riggs of Dynamic New Animation. It introduces some of the key concepts we’ll be working with. The hands will have been moving in a whole variety of different ways – some dragging, some scampering, some stepping. It’s possible for them to fly, of course, but at this stage it’s probably more useful if you ask them to keep contact with the ground.


Breath is crucial. Breath relates thought and mood to the body. Breath affects every movement we make and is affected by what we think and feel. It’s very difficult for the puppeteer to remember to keep embodying breath, so it’s worth reminding them periodically. You will find yourself saying quite a lot: ‘Don’t forget to breathe.’ Almost all of the exercises will need the puppeteers to stay in touch with their breath.


Weight is important too. What you will find with the hand is that one needs to use effort to move the weight of the hand. The hand, when we pretend it is a little creature, needs to move itself. So the hand has weight, and it needs to push from within against its own weight to move. Because our hand has muscles inside it, it’s easy (and obvious) to use only those muscles to move it – rather than using your shoulder or arm to move the hand. If you go straight to animating an object, you have to imagine the energy coming from inside it – so having moved your hand first helps you understand what will be the key to object manipulation. Locating the breath inside the hand means that even the smallest of the movements originate there.


1a (variation). Weight


◦ Try the exercise again (or while you are setting up 1b) and ask the participants to make the hand twice as heavy. Mention that moving something so heavy takes effort. You will hopefully find that the hands are breathing more heavily, huffing and puffing to shift themselves. Encourage it.


◦ Invite the hands to be lighter than they really are too. Breath stays important here, too, but it’s a chance to concentrate on balance. Encourage the hands to move lightly and with perfect elegant balance. Then ask them to imagine a light breeze blowing through the space that sometimes affects them.


◦ Bring the weight back to normal again. You might want to repeat these phases to reinforce the different ways of moving.


Most people naturally end up (whether the hand is light or heavy) breathing in – inhaling – as the hand lifts itself to take a ‘step’; and exhaling as the weight of the hand comes down onto the ground. This is a useful thing to connect with – even though it’s not a rule – for example, in a dash, you might take a number of steps in the space of a single exhalation. But you’d breathe in when you stopped.


Playing the hands as being heavy is quite satisfying. Playing them as light is much harder – and because you are so sensitive at the tips of your fingers, your puppeteers may become more conscious of playing some very precise physical impulses.


It’s good to refer to the hands as ‘animals’ or ‘creatures’. Lots of puppets are animals, and they are a great way to learn about puppetry. The animal is much less self-censored in how it relates its emotion to its movement. If the animal hears a threat, it tenses up, or runs. When it’s sleepy, it shows it all over its body. The attitude is completely physicalised. Socialised humans have learnt to suppress a lot of this – but as puppeteers, we want to be in touch with subconscious body language. What we get from starting with the breath is a way of locating whatever the impulse is, and a timing for delivering it to the body. By allowing our characters to be ‘animal’ we allow ourselves to explore this relationship simply and directly.


‘Keeping in touch with the animal’ (rather than imitating a specific animal) is useful in all sorts of ways. ‘Human’ characters look at things. ‘Animal’ characters stoop and stretch, sniff and blow to investigate. It’s immediately more interesting in terms of its movement. So, as this exercise is intended to get our minds into the simple act of animating a small body, it’s useful for you as the leader to congratulate the diversity and weirdness of the hand animals. Encourage the group to be different from each other – they will be more excited by seeing varied instincts brought to vivid life.


Is your hand a puppet? Well, it is alive already, but it’s not alive on its own in the way you just pretended it was. It’s not important to me to make a formal definition of a puppet at this point. What’s great about starting with the hands is that you can feel the transfer of weight when the fingers push or pull or reach to move the character around. And you are inside the sensation of how the breath animates the whole creature.


1b. Hand Animals and Moods


Get the hand animals going, as before. If you are working with the same group, some will revisit the same type of hand as last time and some will make a new one – either is fine. This is about enjoying themselves and loosening up the imagination.


◦ The hands are waking up. Make sure they have a big yawn.


◦ They feel terrible: they have a hangover, or they stayed up late watching films. Everything aches a little bit. See if they can get up.


◦ The hands have a little look around, and down at the floor. They still can’t see the other hands or people. They are starting to feel better. They’re breathing more clearly. Let the hands look around the room, and see what interests your hand.


◦ Start to investigate how your hand moves, and head over towards the interesting thing. Make sure the hand has weight, and make sure the hand is using breath to overcome it.


◦ The sun comes out and the hands are happy. Feel how that affects the way your hand is breathing and how it changes the way it moves. Let your hand enjoy its movement.


◦ Keep moving towards the interesting thing. When you’ve investigated it, have another look around for something else to move towards.


◦ Keep experimenting with the way you are moving. Try adding energy and turning a step into a hop.


◦ The hands are frightened. What are they frightened of? See what happens to your hand. Feel how this changes its breathing. But does this make your hand stay still and look around, or move quicker? See how it affects how it holds itself. See how it affects the movement and what it is thinking about. Where is a safe place?


◦ The hands are feeling more calm. Feel the shift in the breath rhythm and in the movement.


You’ll notice that the instructions shift between addressing the whole group, and the individual, quite freely. You’ll need to judge this – but you want to find a balance between focusing the puppeteers on their very personal experience (‘your hand…’) and remind them that they are part of a group and not being scrutinised too much (‘the hands…’). Especially if you are building confidence in a sceptical group, addressing ‘the hands’ can be a very useful mode.


The question ‘What are they frightened of?’ (or ‘What are they happy about?’, etc.) is the beginning of an important relationship with your group. Especially if they are not confident at improvisation, they may mistrust their instincts. Keep the improvisation moving without allowing time to think of a ‘good’ or ‘clever’ answer. Keep emphasising that the first thing they think of is a good instinct to follow.


Let your puppeteers know through these questions that they are free to make stuff up, secretly. They won’t need to say out loud what the answer is. As long as there is an answer, the thought will be detailed, and the resulting movement will be specific – and that’s what’s important. Vague ‘fear’ will lead to dramatic dead ends – a specific fear of sunlight, or chairs (or whatever leaps into the mind of the puppeteer in that moment) will lead to a definite action with a specific quality and direction – and will move the character into a new situation.


It feels odd to introduce emotion apparently arbitrarily (‘The hands are angry… what are they angry about?’) in a psychoanalytic world – but there is a point to the abruptness. The demand for an instant change in movement prompts an instinctive improvisation choice by the puppeteer.3


1c. Hand Animal Encounters


A messy, non-performed set of meetings. Usually I would continue directly from 1b without stopping. If you decide to break the exercise in two, you will need to give the group time to create hand animals again. Don’t be tempted to rush this step if you are starting again – the time exploring abstractly what the hand can do is what allows the most inventive and interesting characters and movements to emerge.


◦ Let the hands look around and see how big the room is. See what in the room the hand doesn’t want to be near, and think about the room’s geography for your hand. The wide-open spaces, the dangerous raised surfaces, the weird corners, the furniture and things in it.


◦ Your hand can see the other hands – but not the other people. Just take a moment to watch the other hands moving.


◦ Don’t rush to interact with the other hands. Take a look at one and see what you think it is going to do. Then go and see if it does.


◦ Be cautious with the other hands – you don’t know what they will do.


◦ You might find that your hand wants to make noises – you can make sounds… but don’t use words.


◦ Once you have met the other hand, don’t get stuck there. Move on and meet different hands. See if you can find a different interaction with each one.


◦ Remember to connect your breath with the movements.


Depending on the size of the group, this can make for a chaotic floor, with dozens of people crawling about, sometimes giggling or making strange noises. This is no bad thing as an ice-breaker, and the relief of being able to ‘see’ the other hands after spending a relatively long time focused on your own can relieve some tension. The two most important things here are that the encounters aren’t rushed; and that they keep moving on. Encourage the hands to keep meeting other hands – the moments of discovering a new character are the most rewarding here with these simple creatures. What we’re doing is warming up each puppeteer’s improvising muscles.


These simple, preverbal animalistic presences only have a few ways of interacting, and if you are watching you’ll see patterns repeat – but the characters will grow in definition as they meet more than one other hand. We’ll see later how important it is that the characters watch each other before interacting.


Throughout the hand animals session (which can be run together into one exercise, as a light exploratory warm-up) it’s important that the puppeteers don’t feel like they’re being watched. Don’t let anyone sit out, and be careful not to seem as if you are scrutinising what’s happening too closely. This is about playing, and feeling free to play, and you are there just to help give prompts and cues to keep it moving. With each participant concentrating mainly on his or her own hand, the atmosphere can be relaxed and pressure-free.





Part Two


Sticks


Quite a lot of the exercises in this chapter and later chapters are going to involve sticks. I carry a little bundle of sticks tied up in a piece of cloth to workshops. A walk on your nearest common or in the local park should yield a good selection of sticks. I give them a rinse in some soapy water before using them with a group as it gets rid of most of the loose dirt – but sticks are basically dirty so there’s only so much you can do.
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Sticks.


The sticks want to be not longer than about 35cm (and they are not usually very useful shorter than about 12cm – but you will find exceptions). Make sure you have more sticks than people participating – that way every one can feel as if they have chosen their stick.


As you’ll see, the initial exercises with the sticks are very similar to the hand animals exercise. We’re teaching the puppeteers to move the focus out of their hand into an object. The exploration of the stick is longer – it’s a new thing. Once we’ve played a bit, we’ll use the stick to tease out the difference between playing and performance.


There are lots of questions in this one – make sure the participants know that they’re not expected to answer them out loud. It’s just a guide to exploration. You don’t need to use all the questions (or you might ask some of your own in the same vein). My version is often quite a bit longer than this one. For clarity, I’m splitting it into four sections – you might want to give your group a rest – but it is really one long exploration, best conducted in one go. I usually hold a stick myself to help me think of questions to ask.


Go as slowly as you dare when leading these explorations. The aim is to keep supplying the group with enough suggestions to keep them inventive: but the longer the gaps between instructions, the more space they will have, whether to find interesting responses or connect well with the movements they are making.


2a. Looking at Sticks


◦ Take a stick and find a little bit of space on the floor.


◦ Hold the stick. Have a look at it. Is it straight? What is not straight about it?


◦ Count the knots. Just get to know the stick a bit. Is it smooth or rough? Is it light or heavy? Has it still got bark on it? Did it used to have bark on it? How did the bark come off?


◦ Where’s the middle of the stick? Try balancing the stick on one finger and see if the centre of gravity of the stick is different from the middle of the stick.


◦ Is part of the stick more interesting than other parts? Just try to work out what makes this stick different from other sticks – what makes it ‘this stick’ and not just ‘a stick’…


◦ Try closing your eyes and feeling the surface of the stick. What can you feel that is different from what you could see?


◦ Think about where the stick has come from. Was it part of a bush or a tree? How old is the tree that this stick is from? Did it used to have leaves on it? How did it come to be separated from the tree? Was it part of a bigger stick? Has it been damaged? Is this an old stick? Or is it young?


◦ Does this stick remind you of anyone? You won’t have to say it out loud, so it can be someone no one here knows.


◦ Put the stick on the ground in front of you. If you were exhibiting this stick in an art gallery, how would you lay it out? Which way up shows the most of what you now know about this stick?


◦ Try it the other way up. Choose the one you like best. Turn it around as if you were showing it to someone else. Call this position one.


◦ Find a way of holding the stick where you have it in one hand and it looks great. It should be resting on the ground in at least one place and you should have one hand holding it. Try to find a grip that’s light but secure. Don’t be balancing the stick, but don’t be crushing it either. Let’s call that position two.


2b. Breathing with Sticks


◦ Keeping the stick still, just spend a moment thinking about your own body. Feel the breath in your back.


◦ Move the stick back to position one, but keep your hand on it.


◦ Let the stick breathe, in position one. You’re looking for the smallest movement you can make with the stick that is distinct and in your control. If you’re in danger of dropping the stick, then change your grip so that you have it. Make sure you are breathing out loud, so someone near you could hear it.


◦ Try the breath rhythm shallower and quicker.


◦ And now deepen the breath and make it slow and relaxed. Think about the stick again and what makes it special.


◦ The sticks are asleep. They are dreaming about… other sticks? Dogs? Leaves?


◦ Let the breathing show the stick moving in its sleep. Feel free to murmur or make little noises. Try not to use language. Maybe a sigh or a sniff or a cough. This part can run for a while.


◦ Let the sticks wake up. Include some yawning and stretching. Perhaps you’ll use this to move to position two as an ‘awake’ position. Or maybe it will feel more natural to move somewhere else and you can keep back position two for later. Take your time. Feel the weight and effort involved in getting the stick from lying down to being ready to move about. It might be that your stick stays basically flat. That’s okay.


◦ Let your stick look around the room – don’t move about but take a look. It can’t see the other sticks yet, and it can’t see the people. But it can see all the marks on the floor and everything else in the room. (List some of the things in the room.) What does your stick find interesting? Maybe it’s a mark on the floor, or something on the wall. A light fitting or a bag or a shoe, maybe.


◦ You will probably find that you now know what the ‘front’ of your stick is and where its eyes would be, if it had them. You might know what it has to do to turn around and look at things. Make sure your stick has weight.


◦ Let your stick decide to move towards the interesting part of the room. Find out how it moves.


◦ When you reach the interesting thing, let your stick take a look at it. Then let the stick look around the room again for another point of interest.


2c. Sticks and Moods


◦ As the sticks move towards the next place, the sun comes out and it starts to get hot. Moving becomes harder work. Let your breath get heavier; it takes more work to make the same movements. The sticks start to get frustrated. They need to stop for a rest every now and then. Use this as a chance to be clear and specific about how this stick moves – where is the push coming from? Where is the centre of weight?


◦ The sticks still want to get over there – but it’s such a long way. Their journey becomes epic, they soldier on in the heat.


◦ Whenever you reach your destination, inspect it, take a look, look around, and choose something else to investigate.


◦ Make sure you’re still breathing out loud.


◦ The heat fades. There’s a breeze and it smells fresh and pleasant. The stick is moving more easily now. Perhaps it stops for a moment to enjoy the view. The pushes are lighter, the breath is smoother, there’s more emphasis on the in-breaths. See how this changes the way the stick stands and moves.


◦ But as the sticks stand in the open air, they begin to become nervous. Let the anxiety affect your stick. Does it become more tense and freeze up? Or does it want to move quicker? The different sticks will respond differently – find out what yours wants to do.


Don’t be afraid to be technical in these exercises. One of the things we are developing in our puppeteers is a dual awareness – they are playing the character, but they are also being critical and technical about how effectively they are making the movement. It’s low-pressure here with no audience, but it’s important that the participants see immediately that it’s actually quite easy to flip in and out of these two ways of being with the stick.


And experiment with these as much as you like. The sequence of emotional prompts inevitably becomes a ‘story’ of sorts – so amuse yourself and help out the group out by making it involving and intense. In the version above, they move through the desert (for exhaustion), before finding a calming breeze and solid ground (for relief and lightness), before sensing danger (fear/anxiety). But they could just as easily start on a bright spring day before conquering a nagging uncertain feeling (has your stick left the gas on or forgotten something?) that develops into feeling quite cross with themselves – and then it starts to rain…


If you are working towards a production, you might have specific emotional areas you want these performers to relate to; otherwise, try some big, broad emotions first – happiness, anger, fear, disgust – and then see if you can lead them into some more nuanced moods – embarrassment, paranoia, pride. Each time, ask variations on the same set of follow-up thoughts:


How does this change the breath?


How does the movement change? (For which reason, try to keep the sticks on a journey all the time – they can ‘explore the space’ more or less indefinitely.)


And you might also ask: Where does the stick want to be in this mood; or Why does the stick feel like this?


There’s no ‘right’ answer to these questions – some sticks (like some people) scramble when they are frightened, some others freeze, or tremble, or dart. But as long as they do something, something physical and muscular and breath-affecting, then you know (and can see) that they are responding to the emotion. Because it’s easy to create these emotions, and there are almost limitless variations on this, it can be a good regular exercise – a sort of imaginative stretching. Improvised scenes are certainly more expressive after an exercise like this.
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Sticks exploring on the floor.


Keep it informal if you can. We are encouraging the puppeteer to think both technically and emotionally in this exercise, but as you awaken that dual focus, keep it in its simplest terms. These exploratory exercises will acquaint the puppeteer with the right frame of mind. As we look more closely at the action, we will be in a position to give names to the skills and techniques that are being refined.


And remember that your target is not to inspire your performers to create the most inventive or surprising stick characters, or to break new ground. Your aim is to encourage them to find that connection between feeling an emotion and making a movement in the object, and for it to feel easy. So reassure them. Tell them it’s going well, even if it looks like they are a bit hesitant. Tell them you can see the connection happening, so that you can then encourage them to make it even clearer. Invite them to change their grip on the stick, or try a different way of moving on the floor, if the one they have feels uncomfortable. You need this game (by its end) to feel easy. It’s going to be the basis of everything that follows.


Why Sticks?


The stick is a very basic object with lots of useful characteristics.


Firstly, all the sticks are different. The first part of the exercise – the engagement with the stick itself – is a version of what we do when we look at a carved puppet that we are going to operate: we think about what’s characterful about it, and about how if looks different when we move it. It’s important to get to know the puppet like this. Doing it with the stick shows you that it doesn’t matter whether it’s supposed to remind us of an old man/a duck/the Pope/a dog; if it does, then the puppeteer can build from that. What the stick looks like will be one of the first things the audience can respond to – so our performer should be in a position to play with those physical features.


By about halfway through the exercise, the puppeteer knows more about the stick than anyone else. At this point the stick is already just a vehicle for the puppeteer to inhabit with thoughts that they have had about it – and it’s obvious that the character results from a combination of the instincts of the puppeteer with the physical characteristics of the stick.


It’s great to keep offering the puppeteers a chance to change their minds about choices they’ve made. Nine times out of ten they won’t – which makes them appreciate how good their first thoughts were. On those occasions that they do, they will learn a bit about making better choices, but will also realise that making a duff choice needn’t be the end of the world. (That’s why we rehearse.)


At an early stage, it’s better for the stick characters to use vocal sounds rather than words. This makes the improvisation much easier, and making it easy means that we can make good progress on the basics. We don’t need text to find out how to play intention, how to respond to the other character, or how to physicalise and communicate a thought.


What’s great about the stick is that it focuses everything on the puppeteer’s work. If you can do it with a stick (and you will find that you can), you can do it with a puppet – the only new obstacles will be technical ones.


You will already see that some of the participants respond immediately to the suggestion that they make the movements more and more precise and controlled – their sticks will seem clear and characterful. Others will be general and inconsistent – that’s okay for this game. In the next set of exercises we’ll let them look at each other’s puppetry and see quickly how they can improve. By watching the sticks, the benefits of that clarity will become very apparent. What’s key now is that everyone understands how simple and natural it is to imagine responses in dramatic situations, and to imagine how a body’s movement changes with breath and weight.


2d. Stick Encounters


This is exactly the same as Exercise 1c: Hand Animal Encounters. If the group have done that exercise, they will be expecting this to happen, and it is a good reward for all the solo concentration on building a stick character to be able to release it among the other sticks. As with that exercise, continue into it from the end of an exploring exercise so that it (nearly) comes as a surprise – the encounters will be much stronger if the group are properly ‘in to’ their characterisations and moods.


◦ Let the sticks look around and see how big the room is. See where in the room the stick’s favourite place is, and think about the room’s exciting or perilous surfaces for your stick.


◦ Your stick can see the other sticks – but not the puppeteers. Just take a moment to breathe and watch the other sticks moving.


◦ Don’t rush to interact with the other sticks. Take a look at them and see what you think they are going to do. Then go where your instinct takes you and see what happens.


◦ Be cautious with the other sticks – you don’t know what they will do.


◦ You might find that your stick wants to make noises – do use sound if it feels right. But don’t use words.


◦ Don’t forget to keep breathing.


◦ Once you have met the other stick, don’t get stuck there. Move on and meet different sticks.


◦ If your stick seems to be one who keeps its distance from other sticks, make sure you have an interaction with at least one.


◦ Enjoy seeing how your stick responds differently to each new stick it meets.


Different groups respond with different appetites, but even a reserved group will usually start to make noise once they start to experience their second or third encounter. The energy of the enthusiastic puppeteers is infectious. So the outcome of this exercise is similar to the hand animals’ interaction – a chaotic and noisy floor. There will have been some very nicely judged little scenes in this confusion of encounters, and if you have glimpsed one or two, try to remember which puppeteers were involved.


We’ve taken the same impulses as with the hands, and put that energy into another object. We’ve shifted our awareness of the weight of the character and the effort required to move it out of our hand and into another thing. The use of breath is still central to the way we imagine and create the rhythm of our character. We’ve been cloaked by the anonymity of the group exercise.


The next job for the group will be to put the puppetry into focus, so that we can work out why the good ones are good, and let everyone know about the things that they are doing well instinctively. So the most important people in the next set of exercises are the audience.





Part Three


The Audience


That was playing with toys. Now it’s time to try some theatre.


At the end of the stick encounters exercise, the puppeteers will know a few things their stick does well. It’s a good idea to keep the energy up by moving pretty swiftly into this exercise, which includes performance.


3a. Two-Stick Scenes


You will have seen some of the stick movement while leading the previous exercise. Invite two interesting and contrasting sticks to be the first actors here.


The rest of the group should form an audience sitting together.


You will need an ordinary rectangular table, set width-wise to the audience.


I offer here a simple format for encounter improvisations that works well (but do experiment). The instructions are deliberately vague.


◦ One stick will begin the scene alone on the table, asleep.


◦ Taking as long as you like, the stick will awaken and work out where it is. It will explore the table.


◦ After a while ( or At my signal) the second stick will enter.


◦ The sticks will meet each other.


◦ Something will happen.


◦ There will be an ending.


◦ Start them off. And then, if necessary, while scene is in progress…


◦ Find an ending.


◦ When the scene is over, applaud the performers and take focus – discuss the scene that’s just happened as lightly as possible, then bring out two new sticks; and repeat this several times so that plenty of people have a go. Keep the momentum up, talk about the positives, and keep it light.


We have a miniature puppet theatre here – a playing space defined by the table, and an audience.


There is plenty of room for interpretation, which is as it should be: the inventiveness of your puppeteers should be aroused by seeing how they can stretch these instructions: ‘taking as long as it likes’, ‘explore’ and ‘enter’, for example. The shape is simple enough for a series of players to have the same brief – its simplicity and flexibility gives a supportive framework for the next set of participants to play in. It’s not a ‘task’ to ‘get right’ – it’s a framework in which to play.


It’s implicit that the sticks continue to use sounds rather than words, but you might also specify this. Often, some of the more ingenious or restless of your group will try to push the limits of the instructions, giving you a lot of theatrical variety. Even where this doesn’t happen, and a series of similar encounters are played out, each pair of characters contrasts in different ways, giving you lots to observe.


You might want to signal for the entrance of the second character – if so, let it come as late as you dare, ideally just before the first puppeteer runs out of ideas, if he or she is an inexperienced improviser. Making a beginner feel exposed doesn’t do much apart from strip down their confidence. If the participants are more experienced, you might prefer it to be some time after the first puppeteer runs out of ideas. One stick alone on a deserted table can be quite a scene in the right hands.
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A scene between two sticks.


The presence of an audience makes this totally different from the previous exercises. Some of the improvisations will be uninspired, some will be clichéd, many will be hilarious. The best ones will be beautifully observed and precise. But all of them will now have a stage and a focus – they are performed in the direction of the audience. And now the characterisation will not only be to satisfy the performer’s imagination – it needs to communicate. Puppetry, we suppose, is as old as theatre, and this level of performance – free play for the benefit of others – simulates a particularly direct and simple sort of theatre.


This is where the group will start to learn how to do puppetry – by watching it.


More important than what happens on the table is what happens after it. Keep the discussion about what the audience just saw quick and try to keep it positive. I tend to ask the performers not to contribute – they end up justifying their choices and discussing what they were trying to do.


What they need to hear about is what actually happened for the audience – and especially what worked well for them. Audiences are brilliant at pretending on behalf of their actors – and it’s what the audience think is happening that’s what is really happening in the theatre.


Start by asking the audience what they liked about one of the characters. This will get things off on a positive note (be ready to offer something yourself if nothing is forthcoming from the audience). You might say: ‘Left-hand stick – great energy.’ Or: ‘Second stick, entrance was perfectly timed.’ Make sure it’s true – but even the least inspired of the group will offer you multiple things to compliment.


You will find that over five or six improvised encounters, you will be able to identify and talk about most of the key principles of puppetry, with specific reference to something that has happened right there in that room. In fact, it’s almost impossible for all of the basic principles not to be available to talk about. Typically you can talk about something because it happened; occasionally you have to say it’s something that would have improved it even more.


If the audience like something, then try to help them to be as specific as possible about how it happened. For example, they might say that they liked the character of ‘the fat old stick’. Work out between you what was communicating that character well. A characteristic movement? A rhythm? The breath? The tone of the vocalisation? The angle of the object?


What you’re hoping to show the group is that they already know how to do puppetry – or at least that it’s possible to work it out just by asking the audience what they saw and why they liked what they liked.
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