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Scene 1 from Janie Geiser’s Evidence of Floods, 1994–96
Photo by Richard Termine
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Puppets, in the right hands, can become art 
in motion.  As contemporary artists seek 
inspiration across disciplines and around the 
globe, it makes perfect sense that the tradition 
of puppet theater would prove fertile ground for 
their creative explorations. 

We would like to thank Leslee Asch, our guest 
curator, for her expertise and dedication in 
seeking out the best in contemporary puppet 
theater for this exhibition.  The artists have been 
so generous with their talent and their time, and 
we thank them for their efforts and performances, 
both recorded and live.  We are grateful to the 
exhibition lenders, who generously parted with 
beloved works to share with the public.  

The Curatorial Department, led by Nancy 
Wallach, has nurtured, organized, and delivered 
The Art of Contemporary Puppet Theater with 
the highest professionalism.  Nancy worked 
closely with the curator on the exhibition and 
the accompanying catalogue.  Nancy Hitchcock 
has deftly handled all of the registrarial duties, 
and Mike Prudhom and his talented installation 
crew have transformed the Museum into a 
magical environment for puppet theater.  We are 
extremely grateful to AV Design & Integration of 
Elmsford, New York, for providing the audio/visual 
equipment that has enabled this theater to come 
alive in our galleries.

The Education Department has done a masterful 
job with the programs and adult and children’s 
performances.  Gail Bryan has crafted a first-rate 
roster of presenters in order to enhance puppet 
appreciation.  Naomi Leiseroff has designed a 
glorious catalogue to accompany the exhibition.  
Nikki Alexander has ably led the docents through 
their rigorous training in preparation for school 
and adult tours of the exhibition.

Two individuals deserve special commendation.  
Mary Lou Alpert, long-standing Museum Trustee, 
has championed a contemporary puppet 
exhibition for many years and has never wavered 
from its successful completion.  Minneapolis-based 
puppet advocate David Moore worked with us 
tirelessly in the initial phases of the project, and it 
was a lucky day when he led us to the exhibition 
curator, Leslee Asch.  

Leslee Asch would like to thank the Board of 
Trustees, our dedicated volunteers, and the 
Museum staff for allowing her the opportunity to 
realize this exceptional exhibition.  I would like 
to echo Leslee’s appreciation for everything that 
has been done by so many committed people to 
make The Art of Contemporary Puppet Theater such 
a vibrant visual and theater arts experience.  

Neil Watson
Executive Director

foreWord
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In every culture man has created stories and 
myths to explain the forces surrounding him and 
the fears, hopes, and dreams he carries within.  
For centuries, masks and puppets have been 
used to add magic to the storyteller’s craft.  As 
early as the fifth century B.C., the first historian, 
Herodotus, referred to figures operated by strings 
in ancient Egyptian ceremonies and processions.  
There is always something profoundly sacred 
about the puppet, dwelling as it does on that 
indefinite border between life and its absence.

Puppetry serves as an extraordinarily powerful 
means of giving form to the internal or invisible. 
Once considered exclusively the province of 
shamans, inanimate objects are brought to life 
before our eyes, allowing our imaginations to soar.  
In Native American and Pre-Columbian ritual 
performances, certain masks manifest an exterior 
animal form that, when opened by strings, 
reveals the spirit contained within (figure 1).  In 

Indonesian shadow play, viewers are transported 
from the corporeal workaday world to an inner 
world of deeper spiritual understanding.  The 
point of view of the puppeteer as demi-God – 
controlling this often miniature world – neglects 
to see that the puppeteer’s art is in fact conveying 
quite the reverse.  This is a form in which the 
connections to forces outside ourselves are made 
evident.  The puppet may be shown to struggle 
with its manipulator, but ultimately it is this clarity 
of connection, of roles or levels, which allows the 
puppet’s movements freedom and grace. 

The word “puppet” comes from the Latin pupa, 
meaning “doll.”  But puppets are more than 
dolls, for in them is the illusion of life.  They are 
symbolic mirrors in which we are startled – and 
sometimes delighted – to see ourselves reflected.  
In Latin, pupula, a diminutive form of pupa, means 
pupil, as in the pupil of the eye. Are these figures 
powerful tools to help us see? 

Inherently multidisciplinary and drawing on the 
universal language of images, puppetry crosses 
international borders and bridges diverse cultures.  
At its very heart it is a fusion of art forms: all 
elements of the visual and performing arts are 
employed, including painting, sculpture, text, 
music, movement, and technology. 

Puppetry is the perfect union of the theater, 
which puts ideas into action, and the visual arts, 
which give them form.  Puppet actors are created 
actors – designed to fit a specific role and to 
illuminate the essence of a character.  Puppet 

The ArT of ConTemporAry puppeT TheATer
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theater is also innately interactive. The words 
“willing suspension of disbelief” are often used 
to express the idea that the audience accepts the 
characters as real, knowing full well that they are 
inanimate objects given the appearance of life 
through human intervention.  This, I believe, is 
why puppetry was lost for so long as an adult art 
form and was relegated to childish entertainment. 
Sadly, in our society only children have been 
allowed to maintain the capacity for wonder, 
awe, and fantasy, which opens the doors to this 
co-created act.  In the hands of a skilled actor, a 
puppet – which may be no more than a carved 
wooden head attached to a piece of cloth – moves, 
speaks, and acquires a personality. To our unending 
amazement, an inanimate object comes to life.

The power of this transformation has engaged a 
number of significant writers, painters, musicians 
and theater artists including Alexandra Exter, 
Manuel de Falla, Paul Klee, Federico García Lorca, 
and George Sand.  The Exter figure shown here was 
created as an advertisement for her 1926 New York 
exhibition, which featured a full set of Constructivist 
marionettes, many of which were displayed again 
in 1975 at the Leonard Hutton Galleries (figure 2).  
In the catalogue for that exhibition, John E. Bowlt, 
Professor of Slavic Art, wrote: “In their expressive 
gestures…in their angularity which has already 
become a plastic experience, in their incomparable 
movements, the marionettes extend the very 
psychology of Exter herself.”1 

The noted set designer and theorist Edward 
Gordon Craig developed a theory of the uber-

Figure 1
Native American “reveal” or transformation mask
Naa Kahidi Theater, Juneau, Alaska
Photo by Richard Termine

Figure 2
Alexandra Exter 
L’homme Sandwich, 1926 
Mixed media  
Approximately 23 inches high  
Photo courtesy of Leonard Hutton Galleries
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marionette, in which the theater would be freed of 
its need to imitate and thus would be able to truly 
create.  He understood the marionette as evolved 
from the sacred image, not as a doll or toy.  As 
it possessed the mystery of the spirit force, he 
proposed to replace the actor with the inanimate 
figure of the super or uber-marionette.  The purity 
of abstraction in mask and puppet theater led 
Craig to remark:

As has been said many times before, this 
[abstract theater] will be nothing new.  It is 
what the men of the theater began thousands 
of years ago: It is what the men of the theater 
a few hundred years ago relinquished as beyond 
their strength.  When we shall resume this we 
shall not be merely repeating: It will be no echo 
of a past century: The inspiration which led 
men to use the mask in past ages is the same 
now as it ever was and will never die.  It is this 
inspiration which we shall act under and in 
which we trust.  Therefore let no one attempt 
to put this thing aside as being of the antique, 
or an eccentric explosion of l’Art Nouveau.2  

My personal fascination has always been with 
the edges of the form – the points where artistic 
disciplines intersect.  As Producing Director of 
the Henson International Puppet Festival (figure 3) 
from 1992 to 2000, I saw and presented a broad 
range of contemporary international companies 
and productions.  During the years, the Festival 
grew from twelve companies performing at 
the Public Theater in New York to twenty-six 
companies with ten presenting partners.  The 
budget doubled, the reach became national, 

the appreciation of the press deepened, and a 
sophisticated audience developed; artists already 
well known in other disciplines were encouraged 
to try their hand at and further expand the 
horizons of the field.  It is now nearly ten years 
since the last Henson Festival, but I believe the 
impact is still being felt.  There is more critical 
writing in the field, and puppetry graces the stages 
of Broadway and the Metropolitan Opera and 
is seen in major films and museum exhibitions.  
On Broadway, the long-running hit The Lion King 
(figure 4), directed by Julie Taymor, will soon be 
joined by The Addams Family, with puppets by 
Basil Twist and directed by Phelim McDermott 
and Julian Crouch – the same dynamic duo 
who created the puppets for Philip Glass’s 
extraordinary Satyagraha at the Metropolitan 

Figure 3
Brochure Cover for the first Henson International Festival of 
Puppet Theater, New York, 1992
Producer, Jim Henson Foundation; Executive Producer, Cheryl 
Henson; Producing Director, Leslee Asch; Associate Producer, 
Anne Dennin; design by Zephyr Communications

Figure 4
Julie Taymor 
Design for three gazelles and puppeteer, for The Lion King, 1997
Watercolor and pencil
19 x 15 inches
Courtesy of the artist
Photo by Kenneth Van Sickle
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Opera.  Julie Taymor’s rendition of The Magic Flute 
is now a regular part of the seasonal repertoire. 
Current films include The Fantastic Mr. Fox and 
Rehearsal for a Sicilian Tragedy, a new documentary 
on Sicilian marionettes by Roman Paska (featuring 
John Turturro), which recently premiered at the 
Venice Film Festival.  This past November, The 
Museum of Modern Art opened two exhibitions 
that include puppets – Bauhaus 1919- 1933: 
Workshops for Modernity (through January 25, 
2010) and Tim Burton (through April 26, 2010); 
and beginning February 24, it is presenting a major 
exhibition on the work of William Kentridge.

As artists look for points of connection between 
diverse media and cultures, the flexibility 
and expansiveness of puppet theater engages 
practitioners all over the world.  The Art of 
Contemporary Puppet Theater includes a selection 
of works by some of the artists who have helped 
me understand and appreciate the breadth of 
the form.  This illustrious group includes two 
MacArthur “genius” Fellows, six Guggenheim 
Fellows, and many Obie winners.  Collectively, 
they have all received awards and honors far too 
numerous to detail. 
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All of the artists selected for the Katonah 
Museum exhibition are American, with one 
notable exception.  The point of departure for 
the exhibition is the collaborative work of South 
African artist, director, and filmmaker William 
Kentridge and the Handspring Puppet 
Company.  Nowhere has this power of giving 
form to a character’s innermost thoughts and 
motivations been better illuminated than in 
the extraordinary table-setting scene in their 
production of Woyzeck on the Highveld (cover, 
plates 1, 2).  Cheryl Henson and I had the privilege 

to present this piece at the Henson International 
Puppet Festival in 1994, which marked the first 
time this company’s work was seen in the United 
States. In this scene, which will forever stick in my 
mind, the puppet Woyzeck is methodically and 
painstakingly setting a dinner table.  He places the 
fork, pauses, then places the spoon.  On a screen 
behind him we witness William’s hand-drawn 
charcoal animation, in which Woyzeck’s internal 
world of chaos is manifest.  The images, spiraling 
out of control, are in direct counterpoint to his 
slow, deliberate, external actions. 

Plate 1
William Kentridge’s studio, with the set for Woyzeck on the Highveld
Photo by Bill Gregory, courtesy of Annandale Galleries, Sydney 
NSW, Australia
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Plate 2
Woyzeck puppet, built by Adrian Kohler, with projections by William 
Kentridge
Woyzeck on the Highveld, 1992
Photo © Ruphin Coudyzer
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I was very happy to have the opportunity recently 
to discuss this exhibition and that scene in 
particular with William.  He understood clearly 
why it had so much resonance for me and in his 
very understated way remarked, “Yes, I think 
it’s one of the best things we ever did.”3  The 
performance excerpt is accompanied by a suite 
of prints developed from William’s shadow 
puppet sequences in Confessions of Zeno, another 

collaboration with the Handspring Puppet 
Company (plate 3).

Like William Kentridge’s, Julie Taymor’s body of 
work is broad and expansive, incorporating a wide 
spectrum of film and theater.  The same year we 
presented Woyzeck on the Highveld, both William 
and Julie appeared on a panel entitled Towards a 
Visual Theatre – Symbol, Image and Vision.  At one 

Plate 3
William Kentridge
Man/Woman from Zeno II Portfolio, 2003
Photogravures with drypoint from 2 copper plates
Edition: 28 of 30
12 x 20 inches
Courtesy of Thomas Klarner
Photo courtesy of David Krut Projects
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point during the discussion Julie remarked, “One 
of the things that attracts me to the theater is 
that it is about personal transformation.  A play 
isn’t a play unless it has that evolution of character.  
And making physical that evolution through the 
power of the visual image, I think, is the reason 
to do theater.”4  To this William added, “I used 
to think of the animated films I made as drawings 

for projection.  The puppets are a way of drawing 
in three dimensions, the play a way of extending 
that drawing in time, and the sound (including 
dialogue) an audible drawing.  Unlike academic 
painting, for which a preliminary sketch has been 
made, the work is the sketch.  Not that it is thin 
or insubstantial but that the thinking and planning 
happens in the making.”5  

Plate 4
Kamadamana, from Julie Taymor’s The Transposed Heads, 1984
Photo by Margaret Fox



12

Plate 5
Liz Goldberg
Animation cel for The Devil’s Waltz, 2009
Graphite and watercolor on paper
5 x 8 inches
Courtesy of the artist 
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Julie’s work is represented in the exhibition by the 
ascetic Kamadamana (plate 4), from her production 
The Transposed Heads, a stage version of a story 
by German novelist Thomas Mann, based on an 
Indian legend about the conflict between mind and 
body.  In the beautiful book Julie Taymor: Playing 
with Fire, co-authors Eileen Blumenthal and Julie 
Taymor write: “A tale of a quintessential love 
triangle, The Transposed Heads tells the passionate 
and erotic story of two best friends in love with the 
same woman, Sita.  Shridaman, her husband, is the 
‘head’ – all intellect and poetic yearning with not 
much of a body to speak of.  Nanda, his best friend, 
is all ‘body’ – physically beautiful yet earthbound 
in matters of the mind.  Sita is torn between the 
two, not an uncommon dilemma in any world at 
any time.  Wouldn’t it be perfect if she could have 
the smart head on the sexy body?”6  Anything is 
possible with puppetry, and so the tale unfolds.

Artists from diverse backgrounds and training 
have come to appreciate puppetry and its 
ability to give form to complex ideas and 
unseen emotions and motivations.  The work 
of painter and animation artist Liz Goldberg 
is informed by puppet theater.  Liz’s approach to 
painting and animation embraces the exploration 
of interior character motivation and expresses the 
complex and suggestive depiction of personality 
through painterly means.  For her the drawn line 
becomes the figure to be manipulated and given 
life. “My work,” she explains, “is an exploration 
of the theme of the Diva – the flamboyantly 
uninhibited female and the personal and political 
empowerment she represents.  Over the years, 

the inspiration of puppets and Absurdist theater 
has strengthened my desire to develop the theme 
through painting and animation.”7  The genesis of 
her most recent film project, The Devil’s Waltz, is 
her painting Harem Diva: Goya’s Mistress.  The Devil’s 
Waltz explores an eighteenth-century Spanish myth 
that presents the Devil, or el Diablo, as fearsome in 
his seductiveness.  Each frame is drawn freehand and 
rendered in broad strokes of color (plate 5).  The 
resulting film is a choreographed visual statement of 
temptation, luring the viewer with its provocative 
visual rhythms.

Thematically, the exhibition includes a number 
of other artists who explore the personal in 
relation to the political through metaphor and 
abstraction.  While many past productions by 
eric Bass and his award-winning Sandglass 
Theater (Putney, Vermont) have been derived 
from myths and legends, Eric has also created 
compelling original productions that focus on 
the intersection between the philosophic and 
the psychological.  One Way Street, an evocation 
of the work of German philosopher Walter 
Benjamin, plays with the distortion or re-
understanding of time and its relationship to 
remembered personal history (plate 6).  And 
ultimately, Bass says, One Way Street is less about 
Benjamin than it is about the search for truth. 
“What in some ways defined Benjamin was a 
dedication to something which could never be 
known….[The] achievement of the knowledge is 
not the point.  The pursuit of it is the point.  One 
lives in the moment of that pursuit.”8
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Plate 6
Scene from Eric Bass/Sandglass Theater’s One Way Street, 2002
Photo courtesy of Sandglass Theater
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For many years, Hanne Tierney has been 
creating some of the most beautiful and 
provocative abstract puppet work, at the edge of 
visual and performing arts.  She regularly performs 
at Five Myles, her own gallery in Brooklyn, but 
her most recent piece was shown last October 
as part of the Dream Music Puppetry Program 
at Here Arts Center in New York City.  Artistic 
Director Basil Twist wrote in the program notes: 
“In the world of puppetry I have thought of 
her as the equivalent of a quantum physicist…

asking the deep questions, looking at the field in 
a completely new way, and forging new ground 
for us with her precision and almost spiritual and 
contagious passion for what she does.”9  In How 
Wang-Fo Was Saved, Hanne translates Marguerite 
Yourcenar’s short story into her unique form of 
object theater (plate 7).  In the scene on display, 
young Ling leaves his wife to follow the old painter 
Wang-Fo into a life of poverty and art.  The three 
characters are represented by stiffly starched 
kimonos, activated by the counterweight stringing 

Plate 7
Scene from Hanne Tierney’s How Wang-Fo Was Saved, 2001
Photo by Margaret Fox
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system Hanne has developed to perform her 
theater.  Ling’s wife’s suicide is represented by 
her scarf waving in the nearby plum tree. Holland 
Cotter, art critic for the The New York Times, has 
described Tierney’s work as “an act of magic.”10

The line between literal storytelling and metaphor 
is always intentionally blurred in the evocative and 
highly personal work of internationally recognized 
visual/theater artist and filmmaker Janie Geiser.  
Her work is known for its sense of mystery, its 
detailed evocation of self-contained worlds, and 
its strength of design.  Janie has made a significant 
contribution to the field of contemporary puppet 
theater for two decades through her innovative 
original performance pieces.  Evidence of Floods, a 

wordless puppet noir that takes place in a series 
of eight Toy Theater stages, tells the harrowing 
tale of a woman who flees her husband, disguises 
herself as a private investigator, and is hired to 
look for herself (frontispiece, plate 8).  Janie was 
already an established painter and illustrator 
when she discovered the power of puppetry at 
Atlanta’s Center for Puppetry Arts.  “As a young 
artist I loved Joseph Cornell’s boxes.  I began to 
experiment with painting and dioramas in which 
I installed little motors that made things move, 
or that included levers so that spectators could 
animate the figures inside.”11  “I saw puppetry as 
a way to mix theater with painting. It opened my 
head up to the possibility of an art form where 
you could construct everything.”12   As Director 

Plate 8
Scene 6 from Janie Geiser’s Evidence of Floods (detail), 1994–96
Photo by Richard Termine
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of the Cotsen Center for Puppetry and the Arts 
at the California Institute of the Arts (Cal Arts), 
Janie is fostering continued exploration in the field. 

Hiroshima Maiden, a powerful puppet production 
directed by dan Hurlin, tells the story of a 
brave woman disfigured by the atomic bomb in 
World War II, who struggles to reconcile her 
internal experience with her constant external 
reminder (plates 9, 10).  In 1955, a group of 
twenty-five Japanese women, severely injured 
by the nuclear blast at Hiroshima, arrived in the 
United States to undergo reconstructive plastic 

surgeries.  They were the first A-bomb survivors 
the American public had ever encountered, and 
their visit triggered a media frenzy and political 
controversy.  In Hiroshima Maiden, Dan brings to 
life this forgotten history – a tale of despair, guilt, 
courage, grace, and forgiveness.  A theater artist, 
Dan says he got into puppetry in 1980 because 
he had big ideas for plays and couldn’t afford to 
pay the actors.  His expansive theater work now 
firmly embraces puppetry and employs many 
puppeteers, actors, and musicians.  A teacher at 
Sarah Lawrence College, he is helping to nurture 
many of the next generation of puppeteers.

Plate 9
The Pilot with puppeteers Deana Acheson, Lake Simons, and Matt 
Acheson, in a scene from Dan Hurlin’s Hiroshima Maiden, 2004
Photo by Richard Termine
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Plate 10
Michiko with puppeteer Matt Acheson, in a scene from Dan Hurlin’s 
Hiroshima Maiden, 2004
Photo by Richard Termine
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Dan also served for many years as Director of 
the Puppetry Lab at St. Ann’s Warehouse in 
Brooklyn, New York.  The lab enables artists 
from various disciplines to experiment with 
puppetry.  One of these artists is noted book 
illustrator Brian Selznick.  Brian has performed 
with Dan and Basil Twist, and has taken on 
puppetry with his own elegant style.  For his own 
puppet creations, he prefers the more intimate 
story-telling proportions of Toy Theater.  Live 
Oak, With Moss, a reflection on the poems and 
life of Walt Whitman (directed by Dan) is staged 

entirely inside a vintage suitcase on a miniature 
set viewed through a three-by-five inch opening 
– and simultaneously projected onto a screen so 
the audience sees both the tiny set performed 
live and the screen enlargement (plate 11).  Brian 
likens puppetry to silent movies: “Actions, 
emotions, ideas are expressed visually, without 
language for the most part.  Maybe that’s why I 
feel it is connected to the book illustrations that 
I do.  I’m always trying to figure out how best to 
use images to tell a story. I think that’s what’s so 
primal about puppetry.”13

Plate 11
Brian Selznick and Robert Een performing Brian Selznick’s Live Oak, 
With Moss, 2009
Photo by Richard Termine
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Plate 12
Scene from Chris M. Green’s Strange Warmth, 1998
Photo by Marie Garst

Further expanding the abstraction possible with 
puppetry, Chris M. Green created Strange 
Warmth, in which the set itself is the puppet 
character (plate 12).  One of his earliest and 
most ephemeral solo pieces, it visualizes themes 
of “internal geographies” – the inner life we 
can only refer to through metaphor.  Originally 
created in 1998 for the Philadelphia Museum of 
Art, Strange Warmth was later performed one 
evening at Black Mountain College in North 
Carolina and then, in miniature, in Bulandshahr, 
India.  Chris chose this work for the KMA 
exhibition “because it represents the countless 
performances of puppetry and object theater by 
myself and others that, by lack of a conservation 
strategy or space for a safe archive, exist for a 
hands-breath and are gone.  These extremely 
rarified performances are nonetheless some of 
the most memorable and exquisite experiences 
that an artist and audience can have.”14  The 
tableau on display is the final scene of the 
performance – a moment of frozen anticipation 
in which five distinct shadow screens visually 
merge to create the image of a child playing with 
a snake, joyfully oblivious to the inherent danger.  
The tour of the forest is a tour of the self, and 
the child represents that naive time of life before 
one is confronted with limits – the point at which 
one learns to fear.  After that, handling snakes 
may never be possible again.  The trunk, open 
just a crack, suggests that everything about this 
internal life is about to change. 

So if puppets can come alive, can they also die?  
roman Paska reflects upon this question 
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in his production Dead Puppet Talk (plate 13).  
Why should we expect that puppets imitate or 
mimic human reality?  Might there be a state 
of consciousness that precedes human logic 
and narrative, a state of consciousness that in 
some ways is more real than reality as we know 
it?  Roman conjures a hypnotic world in which 
puppets controlled by a trio of performers called 
Puppet Walkers mutely act out scenes from a 
play within the play.  On video, in the role of 
Puppet Talker, noted clown and actor Bill Irwin 
muses wryly over the puppets’ raison d’être.  

Developed at the 2004 Sundance Theatre Lab, 
Dead Puppet Talk provided audiences with an 
entirely new way to think about what it means 
to be alive.  Featuring the director’s signature 
blend of puppets, video projections, and electro-
acoustically altered blues and traditional music 
mixed live at each performance, it was presented 
at The Kitchen in New York City in 2004.  Roman 
has also been an influential voice for puppetry 
on the international scene.  From 1999 to 2003 
he was Director of the Institut International de 
la Marionnette in Charleville-Mézières, France 

Plate 13
Uta Gebert, Philippe Rodriguez-Jorda, and Gabriel Hermand-
Priquet as Puppet Walkers in a scene from Roman Paska’s Dead 
Puppet Talk, 2004
Photo by Richard Termine
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– the Sorbonne of puppet theater.  The only 
American ever to serve in this capacity, Roman 
has collaborated extensively with international 
companies and is renowned both for the elegance 
of his puppets and their precise manipulation.

Since 1970, the work of collaborative theater 
ensemble Mabou Mines has bridged the lines 
between literary and visual theater, personal 
mythology and world myth, new technologies 
and traditional forms, popular and classical 
genres.  Puppetry has been integrated into this 

exploration from the beginning, particularly in 
the work of co-artistic director Lee Breuer.  The 
1996 Mabou Mines production Peter and Wendy, 
directed by Breuer, was conceived by Julie Archer 
(set, light and puppet design) and Liza Lorwin 
(adaptation, producer) with music by the late 
Johnny Cunningham.  Karen Kandel “narrates” the 
piece and provides the voices for all twenty-seven 
characters in this brilliant exploration of the loss 
of childhood – that moment when, for the first 
time, we distinguish between make-believe and 
reality.  A magical interpretation of J.M. Barrie’s 

Plate 14
Captain Hook and Peter on “Marooner’s Rock,” with actress Karen 
Kandel, from Mabou Mines’ Peter and Wendy, 1996
Photo by Richard Termine



23

1911 novelization of his popular 1904 play, the 
story unfolds in an all-white set, which evokes the 
Barrie nursery.  From a minimalist abstraction of 
nursery room clutter – books, bed sheets, and 
a tumble of toys – the set springs to an equally 
abstract life.  The Wendy House is built from 
a pile of books, bed linens become the sails of 
Captain Hook’s ship, and an ironing board becomes 
the plank.  Puppets ranging from precisely detailed 
bunraku figures to wooden dolls and scraps of 
cloth make concrete Barrie’s literary exploration 
of imagination – not only the inventions of 
imagination, but the act of imagining.   The scene 
on display is the “Marooner’s Rock” confrontation 
between Captain Hook and Peter (plate 14). 

The emotional language of mythology speaks 
directly to our innermost desires and strengths, 
showing us the way to push beyond the seemingly 
endless external circumstances that diminish and 
limit our possibilities.  The extensive body of 
work of theater artist ralph Lee has regularly 
drawn upon the riches of mythology and folklore, 
including creation stories and trickster tales in 
which heroes survive by their wits.  His lengthy 
career has taken him off the beaten track, often 
onto city streets and into the rural landscape.  
Ralph’s efforts have been focused on reaching 
a wide audience – people who would not 
necessarily walk into a theater to see a play – and 
conjuring up a celebratory connection with them 
outdoors on their own turf.  Transformation 
becomes possible.  In this exhibition we see 
figures from his piece The Heroic and Pathetic 
Escapades of Karagiozis (plates 15, 16).  Karagiozis, 

Plate 15
Pashina, played by Clea Rivera, from Ralph Lee/Mettawee River 
Theatre Company’s The Heroic and Pathetic Escapades of Karagiozis, 
2004 
Photo by Kim Dedam 
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Plate 16
Stavrakas and Mustafas Bey at Karagiozis’s Hut, from Ralph Lee/
Mettawee River Theatre Company’s The Heroic and Pathetic 
Escapades of Karagiozis, 2004  
Photo by Paul Foley
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Plate 17
The Blue Fairy, from Basil Twist’s La Bella Dormente nel Bosco, 2005
Photo by Richard Termine.
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or Karagöz, is a popular folk hero in traditional 
Turkish and Greek shadow theater.  Ralph’s 
contemporary interpretation gives three-
dimensional larger-than-life form to these 
traditionally diminutive two-dimensional figures.  
He has devised a broad, rough-hewn style 
of construction with corrugated cardboard, 
punctuated with found objects.  These colorful 
individuals populate the makeshift, careening 
scenarios in which Karagiozis operates.  He is a 
brother to Mr. Punch of Punch and Judy, surviving 
by outsmarting his peers, the uppercrust, and 
potentates.  The characters on display appear in 
parade formation – which is fitting for the creator 
of the Greenwich Village Halloween Parade.

Basil Twist came to international attention 
with his production Symphonie Fantastique and 
the establishment of his intimate Dorothy B. 
Williams Theatre at the Here Arts Center 
in New York City.  While best known for his 
abstract extravaganzas, Basil has also created 
work for the opera.  He is represented in 
the exhibition by the Blue Fairy from La Bella 
Dormente nel Bosco (Sleeping Beauty in the 
Woods), produced by the Spoleto Festival USA 
in Charleston, South Carolina (plate 17).  With 
a wingspan of nearly eight feet, the Blue Fairy 

gracefully soars forth in an attempt to reverse 
the evil spell.  She is unable to fully nullify the 
spell, but softens its effects by putting the entire 
kingdom to sleep until love’s first kiss awakens 
Sleeping Beauty to her true nature and place in 
the world.

The Art of Contemporary Puppet Theater concludes 
with three distinctly different puppet animation 
short films from the series Handmade Puppet 
Dreams, produced by Heather Henson’s Ibex 
Puppetry Inc.  Heather is carrying on the family 
tradition through Ibex, her entertainment 
company dedicated to promoting the fine art of 
puppetry in all of its various forms, including stage, 
film, and gallery shows.  The films selected for the 
exhibition are by Genevieve Anderson (plate 18); 
the collaborative team Tony Giordano, Jason 
Murphy, and Scott Shoemaker (plate 19); and 
Laura Heit (plate 20). 

It has been a delight and honor to present this 
very personal journey in the world of puppetry. 
I hope that it will inspire a deeper appreciation 
of this magical art form, and that the field will 
continue to attract innovative artists who will lead 
the theater to ever greater possibilities.
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Plate 18
Still from Genevieve Anderson’s puppet animation Too Loud a 
Solitude, 2007
Photo courtesy of IBEX Inc.
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Plate 19
Still from Tony Giordano, Jason Murphy, and Scott Shoemaker’s 
puppet animation Harker, 2005
Photo courtesy of IBEX Inc.
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Plate 20
Still from Laura Heit’s puppet animation The Amazing, Mysterious, 
and True Story of Mary Anning and her Monsters, 2003 
Photo by Laura Heit
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Genevieve Anderson 
Too Loud a Solitude, 2007
Executive Producer Heather Henson. Directed by 
Genevieve Anderson; produced by Steve Gaub, 
Kelly Miller, and Judi Dickerson; photography by 
Isidore Mankofsky; visual effects by Evan Jacobs; 
production design by David Michael Max and Felis 
Stella; written and edited by Alex MacInnis; storyboard 
by Christo Stamboliev; costume design by Zhenya 
Nayberg; costume fabrication by I-Ching lao; music by 
M.J. Mynarski
Puppet animation (17 minutes) and 
assorted puppets
Courtesy of IBEX Inc.

eric Bass/Sandglass Theater
One Way Street, 2002
Conceived by Eric Bass; directed by Roberto Salomon; 
music by Paul Desdell; puppets by Dave Regan
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of Eric Bass/Sandglass Theater

Janie Geiser
Evidence of Floods, 1994–96
Conceived, directed, and designed by Janie Geiser; 
music by Chip Epsten; lighting design by Emily Stork; 
puppet costume design by Judith Anderson 
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

Tony Giordano, Jason Murphy, and Scott 
Shoemaker 
Harker, 2005
Executive Producer Heather Henson. Written by 
Tony Giordano, Jason Murphy, and Scott Shoemaker; 
directed by Tony Giordano, produced by Jason 
Murphy; puppets by Scott Shoemaker; cinematography 
by Jason Murphy; sets by Jayme LaRosa; special effects 
by Billy Horne; music by Tom Hoehn
Puppet animation (15 minutes) and assorted puppets
Courtesy of IBEX Inc.

Liz Goldberg
Agnes, 2007
Oil on Arches paper
41 x 29 3/8 
Private Collection

Liz Goldberg
Harem Diva: Goya’s Mistress, 2009
Oil on Arches paper
22 x 30
Courtesy of the artist

Liz Goldberg
The Devil’s Waltz, 2009
Graphite and watercolor on paper
9 animation cels, each 5 x 8 
Courtesy of the artist 

Liz Goldberg
The Devil’s Waltz (Al Son Del Diablo), 2009
Co-produced by Liz Goldberg and Cynthia 
Golembuski; music by Jim Klein
Video animation (5 minutes, 20 seconds)
Courtesy of the artist

CheCKlisT of The exhibiTion

Dimensions are in inches: height x width x depth
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Chris M. Green
Strange Warmth, 1998
Conceived and performed by Chris M. Green; music 
by Chip Epsten
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

Laura Heit
The Amazing, Mysterious, and True Story of Mary 
Anning and her Monsters, 2003 
Executive Producer Heather Henson. Created by 
Laura Heit; music composition by Tom Hodge; lighting 
by Hugh Gordon 
Puppet animation (8 minutes) and assorted puppets
Courtesy of IBEX Inc.

dan Hurlin
Hiroshima Maiden, 2004
Created and directed by Dan Hurlin; music by 
Robert Een; lighting by Tyler Micoleau; costumes and 
soft furnishings by Anna Thomford; slides by Julie 
Alane Simons 
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

William Kentridge/Handspring Puppet 
Company
Woyzeck on the Highveld, 1992
Directed by William Kentridge; designed by Adrian 
Kohler and William Kentridge; animation by William 
Kentridge, assisted by Erica Elk; video edited by Thabo 
Nel; puppets by Adrian Kohler, assisted by Francois 
Viljoen and Erica Elk; music by Steve Cooks and 
Edward Jordan; sound design by Wilbert Schoubel; 
lighting by Mannie Manim, assisted by Bruce Koch; set 
built by Francois Viljoen; costumes by Hazel Maree; 
project coordinated by Basil Jones 
Performance video 
Courtesy of Handspring Puppet Company

William Kentridge
Zeno II Portfolio: Plane, Chairs, Soldiers/Italian 
Front, Prosthetic Leg, Caged Panther, Bowlers, 
Man/Woman, 2003
7 photogravures with drypoint from 2 copper plates
Edition: 28 of 30
Each 12 x 20
Courtesy of Thomas Klarner

ralph Lee/Mettawee river Theatre 
Company
The Heroic and Pathetic Escapades of Karagiozis, 
2004
Conceived and directed by Ralph Lee; script by Dave 
Hunsaker and the performing company; puppets and 
masks by Ralph Lee; costumes by Casey Compton; 
music by Neal Kirkwood
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of Ralph Lee/Mettawee River Theatre Company
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Mabou Mines
Peter and Wendy, 1996
Adapted and produced by Liza Lorwin; directed by 
Lee Breuer; designed (set, lights, and puppets) by 
Julie Archer; music by Johnny Cunningham; created in 
collaboration with Karen Kandel, who originated the 
role of The Narrator, and the original cast, including 
Basil Twist as Peter. World Premiere commissioned by 
Spoleto Festival USA
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of Liza Lorwin and Julie Archer/Mabou Mines

roman Paska
Dead Puppet Talk, 2004
Written and directed by Roman Paska; puppets by 
Roman Paska; sets and costumes by Roman Paska and 
Donna Zakowska; lighting by Stephen Strawbridge; 
music by Richard Termini; live mix by Paul Prestipino; 
video and editing by Vladan Nikolic 
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

Brian Selznick
Live Oak, With Moss, 2009
Created by Brian Selznick; directed by Dan Hurlin; 
music by Robert Een
Puppet theater in antique suitcase on wood plant stand
Height: 48
Courtesy of the artist

Julie Taymor  
Kamadamana, from The Transposed Heads, 1984
Originally performed as a play at the Ark Theater, New 
York City,1984; later recreated as a musical, coproduced 
by American Music Theater Festival, Philadelphia and 
Lincoln Center, New York City, 1986: adapted by 
Sidney Goldfarb and Julie Taymor from the novella by 
Thomas Mann; directed by Julie Taymor; music by Elliot 
Goldenthal; lyrics by Sidney Goldfarb, sets by Alexander 
Okun; costumes by Carol Oditz; puppetry and masks 
by Julie Taymor; lighting by Pat Collins; lightscapes by 
Caterina Bertolotto, choreography by Julie Taymor, 
Rajika Puri, and Swati Gupta Bhise
Mixed media
Height: approximately 69 
Courtesy of the artist

Hanne Tierney
How Wang-Fo Was Saved, 2001
Conceived, directed, and performed by Hanne 
Tierney; music composed and performed by Jane 
Wang; lighting by Trevor Brown; video projection by 
Stefanie Fischer
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

Basil Twist 
The Blue Fairy, from La Bella Dormente nel Bosco, 
2005
Produced by Spoleto Festival USA and Lincoln Center 
Festival in association with Gotham Chamber Opera; 
directed by Basil Twist; music by Ottorino Respighi; 
conducted by Neal Goren with the Westminster 
Festival Choir 
Mixed media
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist
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