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INTRODUCTION

Puppetry is amusement for children, or so many people -in
western cultures- think. But even there the fights of Punch with
the powers-that-be, including his wife, have a deeper meaning.
Through puppetry, the 'man in the street' can express his feelings
and criticism 1n a relatively sate way. In many non-western
countries puppetry has various functions: apart from amusement,
it serves to convey messages about what 1s good and what is bad,
about how to behave, and also to comment on actualities. Puppets
are nstruments by which exciting stories are told. Through them,
deep feelings can be expressed, often in a symbolic way. They also
serve to confirm and transmit cultural identity. Moreover,
puppetry 1s used to inform people on topics such as the prevention
of diseases like aids.

The aim of this exhibition was: to show the beauty and diversity
of puppetry in Asia and Africa; to create a greater awareness of
puppetry as a fully-fledged form of theatre, for grown-ups and
children alike; and to provide an insight into the fact that in many
cultures puppetry is a living phenomenon that adjusts itself to
changing times.

The exhibition was an excellent way of introducing the Dutch
people to the world views of other cultures.



A TRIP AROUND THE WORLD

The visitor to the exhibition was introduced to hundreds of
puppets from The Netherlands, Turkey, Egypt, India, Sr1 Lanka,
Thailand, Burma, Malaysia, Indonesia,Vietnam, China, and
Japan, as well as Togo and Mali. The puppets were presented as
much as possible in their context: sets of puppets and/or masks
that tell a story were exhibited in the original setting, together with
the accompanying musical instruments.

The exhibition was largely based on the collection of the
Tropenmuseum. To fill in the gaps, sets of puppets were borrowed
from other museums and private collectors. For example, the string
puppets from Burma were lent by a private collector (and were
bought by the Tropenmuseum later on), and the accompanying
orchestra by the Berlin Museum fiir Volkerkunde. The Musée de
I'Homme in Paris lent extraordinary and ancient shadow figures
from Thailand and Malaysia, which were collected in the 1930s by
the French scholar Jeanne Cuisinier. Christine Hemmet, curator
of the Continental Southeast-Asia Department of the Musée de
I’Homme, wrote 'Nang talung, the shadow theatre of South
Thailand', which was published as Bulletin 342 of the Royal
Tropical Institute.

The museum's collection was enriched by purchases from Sri
Lanka, Burma, Vietnam, Mali and Togo, which form a wonderful
supplement to the existing collection. I travelled to some of those
countries and met the puppeteers, who assisted me in every way so
that the puppets, backdrops and musical instruments could be
shown 1in the exhibition, including photographs and video-
fragments. The Malian puppets, masks and musical istruments
were made especially for the Tropenmuseum, as a sign of the
friendship and respect built up during various visits and a
European tour of the puppeteers. Since they had been to the
Tropenmuseum and knew its style, the choice of characters was
made together with them. Then, they were crafted by the village-
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sculptor. Later that year, they 'danced' during the annual
masquerade, before departing for their new home. A video
documentary was made by a Malinese team, and fragments were
seen next to the objects in the exhibition, so that the public could
see them in motion. Truly a good example of international
cooperation!



VISIBLE SOUL: FROM MAN’S LIKENESS TO THEATRE
PUPPET

For as long as there have been people, man has been making dolls,
as toys for children and as statuettes that promote fertility or serve
as protection. Images of himself, of his children, of the dead, and
of the gods. Ancestor statues pay homage to the dead and serve as
a resting place for their souls as well as mediators between
mankind and the gods.

It’s a small step to bring these images to life; to manipulate them
and to make them perform as actors in folk legends or religious
narratives. In this way, peoples’ own history and culture are
brought to life. In scenery, with voices and music. A puppet is an
inanimate figure made to move by human effort before an
audience. Puppetry in a larger sense includes all objects that are
animated by man. Puppets (and masks) come to life through the
hands and minds of the puppeteers.

Puppets come in many shapes and varieties; some a little primitive,
others breathtakingly beautiful. There are shadow figures, glove
puppets, rod puppets, and string puppets. Each type has its specific
possibilities of manipulation and expression. Shadow figures may
be seen as shadows, in front of the screen, or in back of the screen,
so that the public can see the puppeteer manipulate his puppets.
Hand puppets usually ‘rough it up’, whereas string puppets move
elegantly.






Often masked dancers portray the same characters as the puppets
- but not at the same time - such as the main figures of the
Ramayana as rod puppets and masked dancers in Thailand.

Puppet theatre generally forms part of a larger festival, and may
take place during the day or at night. Some of the groups travel,
especially in the dry season, and are therefore quite small as far as
the number of puppeteers, puppets and musicians are concerned.
Other groups are part of a specific village-association in which
many people, puppets and masks participate. Performances usually
take place outdoors: in the village square or some other public
space. The puppeteer 1s hidden behind a curtain or underneath a
cloth or a covered structure. Since puppets cannot talk, the
puppeteer speaks their lines, at times using a voice-distorting
device which he has in his mouth (‘swazzle'). In other cases special
songs are sung to accompany the puppets.
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Puppets represent persons (actual or from the past), and
mythological or symbolical characters. They often tell a story: this
may relate to concrete happenings, but can also reflect an abstract
philosophy. Puppets have the most unbelievable adventures, and
can say things a human being cannot say. They show a character,
and at the same time represent an entire community. Their
performance 1s often funny and meant to make people laugh. The
puppeteer who lets puppets tell their stories literally remains
‘behind the scenes’.

In the developed countries people are informed by means of
newspapers, radio, television and film (and nowadays internet) of
what 15 going on 1n the world. In less-developed countries, where
large groups of people cannot read and often do not dispose of
modern means of communication, puppetry still has an important
communicative function. It 1s a pre-eminent medium to transter
knowledge, norms and values, to provide criticism, and to
reinforce social ties. And, of course, puppetry is often very
amusing. It 1s a mirror of society, and the stereotypes used can be
recognized by everyone. Ordinary people get to speak up, in their
daily struggle to survive; they comment on abuses that occur in
society. Kings and gods give us an example of how to behave.
Through puppetry emotions can be expressed, and a need for
beauty fulfilled. But it can also be modernized, when actual
problems are dealt with, such as agricultural techniques, birth
control, and illnesses. Then it is an excellent way of transferring
difficult messages.
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THE EXHIBITION

The exhibition showed: shadow figures from Turkey, India,
Thailand, Indonesia, and China; glove puppets from the
Netherlands, Egypt, India, China and Japan; rod or stick puppets
from Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, and Mali; and string puppets
from Sri Lanka, India, Burma, and Togo.
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EUROPE AND MIDDLE EAST

In Europe and the Middle-East puppetry is popular amusement: it
1s comical and critical, without being too moralistic. It is a mirror
of society and the stereotypes used can be recognized by everyone.

Puppetry offers a relatively sate outlet for opinions and feelings of
the ‘man 1in the street’, who has few opportunities to express
criticism, expose undemocratic actions of leaders, or complain
about the differences between poor and rich in society.

The Netherlands

Janus Cabalt was a famous puppeteer. He was born in 1869 in
Amsterdam, into a family of Italian immigrants. He gave
performances for more than forty years and made his hand
puppets and puppet booths himself. He also wrote his own scripts,
which can still be heard today on Amsterdam's Dam Square.

15



The exhibition: The Netherlands
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Jan Klaassen and Katryn on Dam Square
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Egypt

The puppeteer performs with twelve glove puppets. He can work
two puppets at a time. He uses a swazzle (voice distorter) to give
the various characters their own individual way of speaking. He
makes up the stories and jokes himself, adjusting them to suit the
audience. He makes his own puppets and also the backdrop, which
1s embroidered with the words: "In the name of God, the
righteous and merciful one. I am dependent upon God.” This 1s
his license to explore the boundaries of permissibility.

T he exhubition: Fgypt
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Turkey

The best-known puppet theatre in the Middle-East is the Karagoz
theatre. This age-old shadow play originated in Egypt and became
popular in Turkey, Greece and Syria.

‘Turkish puppetry is performed with small shadow figures of about
30 cm high, made from semi-transparent parchment. First a piece
of hide is soaked and scraped clean with a piece of glass until it 1s
almost transparent. After that the different parts of a figure are
drawn with the help of a template. The outlines are reinforced by
cut-out lines and punched holes, by means of a special knife.
Finally they are painted with many colors, and attached to each
other with strings. In the upper body, usually at the point where
head and rump come together, a hole is made in which a stick 1s
fitted. (Islam does not permit the representation of humans, but it
is tolerated when the image 1s not realistic. Because of the hole in
the neck of the puppet, through which the stick passes in order to
move the puppet, it 1s seen as non-realistic.) The screen is thin and
the light behind it so bright that the colors are visible.
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T he making of Karagiz (drawing: Hetty Paérl)

Karagoz (‘Blackeye’) 1s a popular hero of gypsy descent; he has a
black beard and under his turban his head is bald. One of his
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arms 1s longer than the other, so that he can hit people with it. He
is a free spirit and always in need of money. He often
overestimates his abilities and gets into trouble. He gets away with
bruises and a black eye, no money earned, but an experience
gained. Karagoz and his mate Hacivat are beloved because of
their jokes, their fast actions and the way in which they involve the
public 1n their play. Their relationship is one of continuous
misunderstandings. The women in the plays are wives, daughters,
lovers, or courtisanes. They can be talkative, bickering, gossiping,
seductive or capricious. Their clothing differs: the wife and
daughter of Karagoz are covered from head to toe, other women
are dressed elegantly, and some look quite frivolous, with bared
breasts. Usually the women are involved 1n plots and cause
scandals in the neighborhood.

The puppeteer draws on a number of stock stories, based on
islamic legends and folk tales. The emphasis is placed on the
characters and habits of the various ethnic groups in Turkish
society: Jews, Kurds, Armenians, Arabs, ladies of differing morals.
Their character, voice and behavior are stereotyped by the
puppeteer, in order to lampoon them.




SOUTH- AND SOUTHEAST-ASIA

South- and Southeast-Asia have many types of puppetry. The
stories that are told with them are about the opposition between
good and evil, and about universal principles of good behavior
and the prohibitions and rules related to them. Important lessons
can be learned: how do I behave as an individual towards other
individuals, which rules should I abide by? Often the stories are
centered around royal families and gods, and have a historical or
mythical character.

The favorite stories come from the Mahabharata and Ramayana
epics, about the battle between good and evil.

The main character from the Ramayana is Rama, a beloved
prince who goes into exile with his wife Sita, after his throne has
been usurped. Sita is bewitched and kidnapped by Ravana, the
ten-headed ruler of Ceylon (Sr1 Lanka). Sugriva, the monkey-king,
offers his help to Rama, but waits too long. In the meantime his
son, general Hanuman, builds a bridge to Ceylon, saves Sita and
beats the witches and demons of Ravana.

Whereas in the Ramayana the emphasis is on perfection (Rama is

the perfect nobleman, the ideal of the wise ruler, and Sita the i1deal
woman), the Mahabharata deals with imperfection, human failure
and human powerlessness.

This epic recounts the story of the battle between the five
Pandawa’s and the one hundred Korawa’s. They are cousins and
grow up together. The Pandawa’s are attended by their faithful
servants: Semar, Nalagareng, Petruk, Cepot and Togog. The god
Krishna 1s the ally of the Pandawa’s. As the years pass, discord
arises. The eldest Korawa, Suykadana, lures Yudistira into a game
of dice in which the latter loses everything: his land, his
possessions and Draupadi, the wife of the Pandawa’s. The
Pandawa’s go into exile for thirteen years. After their return a
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violent battle takes place between the Pandawa’s and the Korawa’s
in which many meet their deaths.

Other stories, like the tales of Damar Wulan (Prince Moonbeam)
and Panji, are about the trials and tribulations of kings and gods

against the evils of the world. But most of the time all's well that
ends well...

India

Glove puppets from Kerala
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Drawing: Hetly Paérl
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In the federal state of Kerala, the traditional glove puppet theatre
(‘pavakathakali’) has almost died out. The Natana Kairali company
is reviving it. The performances, which usually take place in the
courtyard of a house, last several hours and sometimes a whole
night. At the beginning of a performance, a copper oil-lamp is lit.
Standing in front of this lamp, the performers sing songs of praise
to the gods. After the show, the performers are given money and
gifts as payment.

The puppets are between 30 and 60 centimeters high. The head
and arms are carved out of wood; the head 1s manipulated by the
index finger and the arms are moved by the thumb and the middle
finger. The puppeteers have adapted stories of the ‘kathakali’
theatre: the conventions of kathakali character types in respect to
costumes, headgear, make-up and color are followed in
pavakathakali. They represent beings from the upper realms of the
gods, the middle world of people and the under world of the
demons. A green face indicates a god, king or hero, whereas a red
face indicates a villain. Women and wise men have orangey-yellow
faces. The hands of the puppets are arranged in a basic 'mudra’.
(hand positions used to express feelings and thoughts). This also
enables puppets to hold such objects as a club or a lotus flower.
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| Puppets of the Natana Kairali company

The play ‘Dakshayagam’ 1s from the Mahabharata: Daksha, the
stepfather of Sati (wife of the god Shiva), insults Shiva by not
inviting him for an important ceremony. Sati goes, in order to try
and reconcile her stepfather and her husband, but 1s received with
anger by her stepfather who insults her husband. Sati immolates
herself. In great fury, Shiva comes to the ceremony transformed
into the demon Virabhadra. He cuts off Daksha's head and throws

it into the sacrificial fire, but revives him and fixes a goat's head on
his body. Daksha begs Shiva’s pardon.
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The play ‘Dakshayagam’

(I made a video recording of this play during the National Festival
of Puppet Theatre, at the Sangeet Natak Akademi in New Delhi

(see my website, under Video gallery).

String puppets from Orissa

String puppetry 1s called ‘sakhinata’. The small puppets have three
strings which are attached to a small wooden rod: one for the head
and two for the hands. Puppetry is a speciality of the Kela; this
ethnic group is also known for its diviners, snake charmers and
magicians. They work in small family groups; a narrator/singer
who accompanies himself rhythmically on small cymbals, a
drummer and two puppeteers who operate the string puppets.
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The shows are performed on a simple bamboo stage. The
puppeteers operate their puppets from behind a curtain. Lighting
is provided by oil- lamps. The performances usually take place
during festivities or on market days, and are played in the evenings
in the open air. After the performance, the group collects money
from the audience.

The play is based on the epic 'Mathura-Mangal', in which the
young Krishna is the main character: the tricks he plays as a child,
his flute playing and flirting with the milkmaids and Radha as a
young man, and his battles with the demons his mean uncle sent to
him.
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Shadow figures from Andhra Pradesh

In the federal state of Andhra Pradesh, puppet theatre
('tholubommalata') 1s performed using large brightly colored
shadow figures. The puppeteers speak, sing and dance for the
characters they manipulate standing up. They are accompanied by
a harmonium, drum and cymbals. Their ankle-belled feet stamp
on two wooden planks, one on top of the other, to keep rhythm or
for sound effects. The stage is made with transparent cloth tied to
poles on three sides. Lighting is provided by o1l lamps or an
electric lightbulb. The audience sits in front of the screen and sees
the figures in shadow form. The performances take place in the
open air, usually as part of a religious festival, and last six to eight
hours. Before a show starts, prayers and invocations are offered to
Ganesha, the elephant headed god who brings good luck. During
the performance, members of the audience often walk around and
take a peek behind the scenes.

The story 1s from the Ramayana, and comic relief with local
gossip and caustic comments on the contemporary situation 1s
provided by clowns. The combination of color, sound and
movement 1s magic.
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‘T he exubition: Andhra Pradesh
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String puppets from Rajasthan

String puppetry is called ‘kathputli’ in Rajasthan. The puppeteers
are 'bhats', a wandering community; they believe in a divine origin
of their art, claiming to be the chief performers during the reign
of the legendary king Vikramaditya, whose life and achievements
they extoll.

The heads of the puppets are carved from mango wood, their
large stylized eyes are painted white or yellow. They are up to 60
cm tall; costumed in the Rajasthani style, with bodies made of
cloth and stuffed rags.
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The scenery for the string puppet theatre consists of a curtain
which serves as a backdrop. In front of this hangs a narrower,
arched curtain arranged which represents the palace. The puppets
are operated between the backdrop and the front curtain. Lighting
is provided by oil lamps. The puppeteers use a swazzle (voice
distorter), to give the puppets a sharp, hissing tone of voice. The
performances take place during festivities. The performers can
improvise to their hearts’ content, and play along with the
situation of the moment. The women in the group 'translate' the
words of the puppeteer, sing and play the drum.

With the exception of the snake-charmer and the female dancers,
they are operated with one single string. One end of the string 1s
attached to the puppet's head, the other end to its middle. The rest
of the string is looped around the puppeteer’s fingers. Puppets who
have to move a lot, like the dancers and the drummer, have extra
strings on their hands. The number of generations that a string
puppet has been in use can be seen by the number of skirts which
the puppet wears, one over another; when the puppet gets a new
skirt, the old one 1s retained underneath it.
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The stories mostly revolve around the exploits of local heroes.
Amar Singh Rathore, the ruler in the seventeenth century, was a
great patron whose heroic deeds and death are sung and enacted.
He appears at the court of emperor Akbar, along with other
Hindu 'rajas’. Tricks and turns are performed for their royal
amusement by a magician, an acrobat, a horse rider, a snake
charmer, etc.

In March 2003 the Sangeet Natak Akademi in New Delhi
organized a large puppet festival, together with the India
International Centre and the Indian Council for Cultural
Relations. 35 Groups performed, of which 18 traditional groups
from different states: Karnataka (4), West Bengal (3), Andhra
Pradesh / Kerala / Orissa / Tamil Nadu (2 each), and
Rajasthan / Maharashtra / Assam (1 each). For twelve nights
different groups performed, usually accompanied by live music.
9 Short excerpts can be seen on my website, under Video gallery:

glove puppets, Kerala

glove puppets, West-Bengal
shadow figures, Kerala

rod & string puppets, Karnataka
rod & string puppets, Tamil Nadu
rod puppets, Orissa

shadow figures, Orissa

shadow figures, Tamil Nadu
string puppets, Andhra Pradesh

(For a larger article, see my website.)
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Sri Lanka

The origin of the puppetry of Sri Lanka (‘rukada’) lies in India,
but the play also has European traits, possibly due to performances
of an English clown family on Sri Lanka in the 19th century.

The large string puppets from Sri Lanka are worked by four strings
attached to a rod: two strings control the hands, while two
supporting strings are attached to the puppet’s neck. The
puppeteer holds the rod up horizontally in one hand, while his
other hand operates the puppet’s arms. The body 1s moved by
dragging the puppet across the stage. The clowns, which dance
and perform acrobatic stunts, are operated with six strings and
have a more complete perch (cross-piece).

The puppeteers make their own puppets. They declaim the texts,
accompanied by musicians playing harmonium and drums. The
front curtain bears a depiction of Saraswati, the goddess of music.
Without her there can be no performance.
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The clown (‘konangt') performs first, followed by the play, a ‘jataka’
about an episode from the life of the Buddha. The story of
Kalagole (the fat lump), is told in Jataka no. 546: Kalagole goes on
a journey with his wife Diktala. Dikpitia, the fisherman, abducts
Diktala. Wise Mahosadha (who will later become the Buddha)

resolves the dispute.

(This set of 8 puppets was purchased for the exhibition from the
Jayanthi Puppet Association, in 1995.)
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T he story of ;Kalagole
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SOUTHEAST-ASIA

Burma

Traditional Burmese puppet theatre (‘yoke thay’) dates from the
15th century. In the 19th century it reached the peak of its
popularity, but after that other types of -lighter- entertainment
became more popular. The name 'ah myint thabin' (high
performance) refers to the fact that the puppets perform on a
raised platform, contrary to human dancers who perform on
ground level (‘ah naint thabin’). The puppeteers stand on a
platform behind a handrail; their lower bodies are hidden by a
painted backdrop in front of which the puppets perform, and their
upper bodies are hidden by a curtain. When not in use, the
puppets hang behind them. The performances usually last all
night.

A company consists of puppeteers, singers and musicians. Singers
sit next to the puppet players and sing or declaim the texts of the
more complicated characters, like the Prince and the Princess.
They have to be able to sing in different styles, deliver the
dialogues smoothly and draw on a broad knowledge of poetry and
literature.

Generally, a puppet is made up of seventeen to nineteen pieces:
the head and neck piece, the body in two pieces, a pair of arms in
six pieces and a pair of legs in eight pieces. They are joined
together by means of strings. The height of a puppet is
determined by its head, and the head circumference by a hand-
span (a measure between thumb and tip of the middle finger,
which 1s roughly equivalent to nine inches). The formula is: a hand
span plus four fingers' breadth is the circumference of the head;
the head length from top to chin 15 the standard unit; seven and a
half times of this 1s the height of the puppet from top to toe; and
half of the height is the arm length from the shoulder to the tip of
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the middle finger. Nowadays, the puppets measure between 45-70
cm. An interesting detail is that the sexual organs are carved as
well, even though they cannot be seen. The head, hands and feet
of the puppets representing humans are carved and painted, after
which the body parts are tied together. Then the strings are
attached to the cross piece. Finally, the puppet is dressed in the
clothes and given the attributes that correspond to 1its character.
The characters can be humans, animals, or mythical beings.




A set of puppets consists of at least 28 puppets. There are pieces
of scenery on the stage, such as a throne. Painted backdrops
represent the scene of the action: a forest or a palace. Each puppet
has its own particular way of dancing, with accompanying music
and song. (It is said that live dancers have copied their movements
from the puppets.) The wood has to be resistant, easy to carve and
light. The type 'Gmelina arborea' (yamanay) 1s often used. Most
puppets have eleven strings. Five of these strings attach the head,
the shoulders and the rump to the H-shaped wooden cross piece.
The upper arms, thighs and hands are operated with the six
remaining strings which hang loose and are draped over the cross
piece.
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Lawgy, the magician (drawing: Hetty Paérl)

A puppet show begins with the appearance of Thagyar Min, the
King of the Spirits (‘Nats’), and the Medium (‘Natkadaw’) who
pays tribute to the Buddha and the nats. Then a number of
characters come on stage representing the Creation of the World
(‘Himavunta'): the White Horse, the Monkey and the two Ogres,
Zawgyi the magician, and Garuda, the mythical sun eagle who
fights with Naga, the mythical snake. After the chaos of the
Creation, order is represented by the Foundation of the Kingdom,
with characters like the king and his wife, the prince and the
princess, the ministers, the royal astrologer, pages and clowns.
The Prince (Mintha) is the leading character of most classical
plays, together with the Princess. He is gorgeously dressed; he
wears a pair of half-length trousers underneath his sarong, so that
he can perform acrobatic feats. Around his head he wears a head
wrap (gaung baung). His -human- hair is done in a neat top-knot.
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In tragic scenes, the hair is let loose, to depict sorrow so deep that
the sufferer has no desire to comb his hair. The Princess
(Minthamee) is the romantic heroine. Her hair is done in a top-
knot, with a flufty tress hanging loose on the right side, flowers
cascading along its length. The princess embodies the Burmese
ideal beauty, so her face 1s always beautifully sculpted and painted.
Her jacket 1s the most opulent, heavily embroidered, and she
wears a lot of jewelry.

In every Burmese drama, a compulsory scene 1s the dance duet.
The prince dances beautifully, to impress his love. The duet is the

finale of the puppet show, and the favorite item of the public.

(for a larger article, see my website)

Thagyar Min and Natkadaw
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Prince & Princess

In the second part of the performance, a 'Jataka' is enacted: one of
the moralistic stories about the (547) past lives of the Buddha.
These stories feature kings, princes and princesses, hermits and
wise men who undergo all kinds of adventures. A happy end 1s
mandatory: virtue is rewarded and evil is punished. Each jataka
symbolizes a specific virtue such as honesty, wisdom, love of a son
for his parents, etc.

Jataka no. 519 tells the story of King Brahmatta whose beloved
son Sotthisena 1s afflicted with leprosy. The king decides to send
him away. Sambula, Sotthisena's beautiful and virtuous wife, joins
him in his exile in the forest, to take care of him. While gathering
wild fruit, she meets with an ogre who falls in love with her and
tries to seduce her. She is rescued by Thagyar Min, the King of
the Spirits, who chases the ogre away. When Sambula returns to
the prince, he refuses to believe her story. She is very sad, because
she loves him dearly and would never betray him. Finally, when he
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admits that she speaks the truth, he is cured. The prince and the
princess return to the court, where they live happily ever after.
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Thagyar Min saves the Princess_from the Ogres
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Thailand

The puppeteers use both small and large shadow figures. The
smaller shadow figures do not represent individuals, but rather
categories of beings: gods, kings, demons, hermits, spirits and
clowns. They are made by a specialist, using cowhide or buffalo

hide. A puppeteer owns 200 to 300 puppets.

The shadow figures can be divided into traditional and modern
shadow figures. The traditional figures always look the same and
the characters are standard. The gods are usually depicted
jumping - after all, they can travel through the air; the kings are
depicted standing, in traditional clothing, bow in hand and with
tiaras on their heads; the demons are terrifying, leaping giants with
round eyes and huge teeth; the hermits are black and carry a fan
and a walking stick; the spirits are skeletons, more comical than
malicious; the clowns are black, ugly and misshapen.

Demon and goddess
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The modern figures consist of both traditional and contemporary
figures, like women 1n bathing suits, foreigners and cowboys. With
the contemporary characters, the puppeteer can give free rein to
his imagination.

Screen with traditional and modern Thai shadow figures
(loan from Musée de [’Homme, Paris)

The large shadow figures ‘nang yai' (large puppet) consist of panels
which depict complete scenes, engraved as if in a frame. It 1s an
ancient form of shadow theatre in which dancing puppeteers
perform scenes from the ‘Ramakien' by presenting cut-out leather
figures against a semi-transparent cloth screen. The leading
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characters are often depicted as individual figures sitting, walking,
fighting etc. The larger figures may include Rama 1n his chariot,
couples such as combatants or lovers, or even complete scenes.
The manipulator acts merely as a dancer, supporting the large
leather figure with two rods in his hands. Sitting and sometimes
standing among the orchestra are two narrators, who recite and
sing the text enacted by the silhouettes on the screen.
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The small (50 cm high) three-dimensional rod puppets (‘hun
krabog’) have no movable arms or legs. Their hands, manipulated
by bamboo rods, protrude from the costume of the puppet, which
also forms the puppet’s body.

They provide the model for a form of theatre which is performed
by masked dancers, a cross between ballet and pantomime. Each
posture and each movement of the arms and hands are part of a
‘language', which expresses something: an object, an event or a
feeling. The texts are not spoken by the dancers - their faces are
hidden behind masks - but by actors. The material for the puppets
is either wood or lacquered papier-maché, which 1s the material
for the masks as well.

King Rama, his faithful wife Sita, the ten-headed demon Totsakan
and the monkey Hanuman who frees Sita from the clutches of the
demon... these are the main characters of the Ramayana
(*Ramakien’) epic.

T he exhubition: puppets, dance costume and musical instruments

(loan_from Musée de ’Homme, Pars)
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Vietnam

These water puppets (‘mua roi nuroc’ - puppets that dance on
water) are quite unique; they have actively been revived since the
1980s. They originate in village ponds the north of Vietnam, but
nowadays commercial performances are staged daily in several
theaters in Hanoi and Saigon.

The puppets stand on a pedestal, situated beneath the surface of
the water, to maintain their balance. They are waterprootfed with
resin and a coat of paint. The puppets are manipulated from a
distance, with the use of long rods and strings. Operated by
invisible hands, they glide across the surface of the water in the
village pond. The puppeteers, originally ordinary villagers,
manipulate 30- to 40-centimeter-high puppets while standing in
water. They are hidden by a bamboo curtain hung to shield the
puppeteers from the audience.

‘T he exhibition: Vietnam
(drawing: Hetty Paérl)
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Vietnamese water puppet theatre has no dramatic plot. The
repertoire consists of short scenes depicting daily life in the village:
fishing, tending ducks, a fox hunting ducks, cultivating the rice
fields, sport and games. Other scenes feature historical folk heroes,
frolicking mythical creatures (the unicorn, the phoenix, the dragon
and the tortoise) and dancing fairies. A program consists of
around ten scenes. Teu, the master of ceremonies, links the scenes
together and provides commentary.

T he fairies (photo fohn Kleinen)
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Malaysia

‘Wayang djawa' is an old type of shadow figure theater that
originates from Java, but looks coarser than Javanese shadow
figures. Around 1930 Jeanne Cuisinier collected a unique set of
wayang djawa figures; she wrote a book about it: 'Le théatre
d'ombres a Kelantan’ (1957). With these figures the story of Panji
(Inu, Prince of Kuripan) and his beloved Candra Kirana was told.

Screen with wayang djawa shadow figures

(loan Musée de ’Homme, Pars)
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Princess

Wayang djawa has been replaced by 'wayang gedek’ (or ‘wayang
stam’, which resembles the shadow figures of Thailand, as the
name indicates). Contrary to the other Malaysian types, these
shadow figures are not shown ‘en profile’ but ‘en face’. They are

rather small (30-60 cm high), but they are quite refined.

The leather silhouette figures are painted with transparent ink. In
a similar way as in Thai shadow theatre puppets, so too in ‘wayang
siam’ the puppets have either one or two moving hands. Their
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exquisite design follows exact rules and models. Details are made
clear by punching holes in leather.

The basic story 1s the ‘Ramayana’, although among its main
characters local comic or demonic characters also appear.
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Indonesia

The three-dimensional wooden rod puppets from Java are called
‘wayang golek’.

e

Hanuman, the Monkey King from the Ramayana
Drawing: Hetty Paérl
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The Mahabharata epic recounts the story of the battle between
the five Pandawa’s and the one hundred Korawa’s. They are
cousins and grow up together. Karna is actually a Pandawa, but
does not know this and fights on the side of the Korawa’s. The
Pandawa’s are attended by their faithful servants: Semar,
Nalagareng, Petruk, Cepot and Togog. The god Krishna, whose
sister 1s married to Arjuna, 1s the ally of the Pandawa’s. As the
years pass, discord arises. The eldest Korawa, Suykadana, lures
Yudistira into a game of dice in which the latter loses everything:
his land, his possessions and Draupadi, the wife of the Pandawa’s.
The Pandawa’s go into exile for thirteen years. After their return a
violent battle takes place between the Pandawa’s and the Korawa’s
in which many meet their deaths.

In the exhibition, 18 puppets sewn onto a large screen told the
story about the Pandawa’s and their cousins, the Korawa’s, as told

in the Mahabharata.
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In Java in times past performances were given using flat wooden
puppets: ‘wayang kelitik'. They have a wooden body; only the
arms are made of leather. These rod puppets are now seldom seen
on stage.
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With these thin wooden rod puppets the story of Damar Wulan
(Prince Moonbeam) is told. In the exhibition, 22 puppets sewn
onto a large cloth told this story.

When king Brawidjaya dies, the people of Majapahit are deeply
grieved. The king leaves only one daughter, Kencana. After the
death of the king, the prime minister, the father of Damar Wulan,
retires to a monastery. Soon after this his wife bears him a son,
Damar Wulan, also known as ‘Prince Moonbeam’. The new prime
minister 138 Damar Wulan's uncle Logender who sees his nephew as
a threat to his own two sons. He appoints Damar Wulan as stable-
boy; he now has to cut grass each day for his uncle's horses.
The daughter ol the prime minister; Anjasmara, hears that the
stable-boy 1s extremely attractive and goes to visit him. She falls in
love with him at first sight... Her brothers are most displeased by
this and have Damar Wulan and Anjasmara imprisoned. One day
Kencana hears that a neighboring king, Menak Jingga, wants to
marry her. But she detests this hideous brute! She announces that
she will marry the man who brings her the head of Menak Jingga.
9



She asks her counselors to tell her who can defeat him. They reply:
Damar Wulan is the only one who can do it. They release Damar
Wulan from his imprisonment and order him to kill Menak Jingga.
Damar Wulan sets off, together with his faithful servants. In his
first fight with Menak Jingga, Damar Wulan is seriously wounded.
"Two princesses tend his wounds and tell him where he can find the
secret weapon with which he can kill Menak Jingga. Together with
his servants and the two princesses, Damar Wulan journeys home,
bearing the severed head of Menak Jingga. But his two nephews
lure him into an ambush, kill him and make off with the head of
Menak Jingga. A hermit brings Damar Wulan back to life. When
he reaches Kencana's palace, he tells her the whole story. He
defeats both his nephews 1n a violent fight. Damar Wulan marries
Kencana, Anjasmara becomes his second wife and the two
princesses his concubines. The story of Damar Wulan ends 