Puppets in Times of Cholera
A report from the selector of the 7th Biennial of Puppetry Artists of Slovenia
I must admit that due my decade-long absence in this theatre genre, being this year's selector represented both an immense challenge and an amazing experience, since my thoughts while breaking down the performances and assessing the Slovene puppetry production of the past two years were open, unburdened and fresh. Integrity and comparison are my two main mottoes in the report on this year's Biennial.
I attended 45 of the entered plays, most of them live – especially those that rely on the atmosphere of a realistic space and on the ambientality of the performance. Ambientality is gaining ever more presence in Slovene puppetry, and it is good to see that the classical baroque boundary between audience and performance is eroding away. It isn't just about formal innovation, but rather about emphasizing the peculiar characteristics of puppets – their directness, emblematicness, even their dedication.
If I were to compare Slovene puppetry 15 years ago and today, the main things I should point out is how well it matured and how integral and accepted it became as part of Slovene art. This is evidenced by countless young creative minds that either studied abroad or attended the Ljubljana Academy of Theatre and who fully realized the alternative possibilities offered by puppet theatre, its animation and its interpretative possibilities. After all, it did take quite a while for Slovene puppetry to demonstrate its alternative, special and unique interpretative possibilities. Fifteen years ago, explaining the essence of puppetry and finding coworkers to produce quality performances in the spirit of its essence was a lot harder, whereas today we can witness a myriad of different theatrical techniques being applied. We owe this mainly to the renaissance of shadow theatre (as a means of staging epic stories, reminiscences or abstract images) and of video projections (as part of modern multimedia trends) as well as the reintroduction of Java puppets and the growing enthusiasm for simple object-oriented plays. The use of all sorts of puppet techniques demonstrates a real comprehension of puppetry and of understanding its inexhaustible interpretative possibilities. All of this follows directly from the fresh breeze that is finally wafting through the puppetry in our back of the woods and from the strong, uncompromising personalities with a truly professional puppetry codex that have appeared on our scene.
Tying up a performance into a well-rounded whole demands no less than a collective train of thought by all coworkers. Integrity is very rarely a reflection of merely the study approach of the performance into which the creators enter; more often than not, it is the product and reflection of a lengthy and well-conducted flow of ideas and the exchange of opinions, both of which are found either in schools or in exceptionally talented creative groups. This is how styles, schools, trends and exceptional eras are born.
The fruits of the Slovenia's professional puppetry artists in the past two years serve as a confirmation for all puppetry professions, which are more than able to create a coherent and complex performance.
This goes hand in hand with the high level of animation. Most of the performances I've seen sported good animation and an original link between actor and animator that isn't purely about the actor's or animator's technical routines, but rather about 'working together'. I am convinced that such outstanding achievements are not merely the result of specialized and trained artists, but also of seminars, lectures and cooperation with experienced directors from Slovenia and abroad.
Another hallmark of contemporary Slovene puppetry is its diversity. Diversity not only in terms of genres but also in the ages of the target audience, seeing how many performances are aimed at different age groups. This is a phenomenal quality in such a small cultural space. More and more performances are aimed at babies and toddlers – and not as some form of 'entertainment programme' for kindergartens, but rather as well-conceived and well-performed plays with a clear dramatic structure, aesthetic representativeness and a healthy dose of psychological analysis especially in the preparation stage of the performance itself. Even more surprising is the fact that these performances truly impress the toddlers and succeed at conveying an aesthetic-educational message.
The mainstay and lion's share of the performances consist of plays that include stories, fables, fairy tales, legends, and narratives which meet the needs of the widest swathes of our young audiences through a multitude of approaches. Most of these play have achieved a proper and high-quality level of performance, meaning that the plays with which children most often come into contact in theatre, schools, kindergartens and at various events consistently heed the specifics of puppet theatre and eagerly explore its expressive possibilities.
Another feature of the performances I've witnessed is the large proportion of plays that are aimed at young people and adults. It is interesting that they often cover psychological, philosophical, historical, or even political themes, as well as topics that are quite novel to Slovenia. Not all of these adult performances are truly successful, though. The reasons are the same as fifteen years ago: a lack of consideration for, and a misunderstanding of puppetry. For many creative heads, puppetry is merely a design approach and a formal scheme, and they never delve deeper into the alternative possibilities of adult puppet theatre. I mostly encountered two extremes – either a perfected puppetry performance, or a puppetry performance as envisioned through the eyes of a drama creator. The latter performances often carry the burden of dramatic rigidity and an unconscious perception of the characters through tinted acting-dramatic lenses. This problem has been tormenting Slovene puppetry since its very beginnings.
There is an aspect to Slovene puppetry, however, which hasn't been as modernized and perfected as it might seem at first glance. One special characteristic of Slovene puppetry artists still remains strong: radio play on the puppet stage. After all, the most successful classical Slovene puppetry texts still originate from radio plays. The pronounced literary characteristics of Slovene puppetry may be attributed to the lack of familiarity and reflection on the specifics that are offered by puppetry; to the burden of established notions about what puppetry truly is; to the predominant emphasis on the literary components (contents are subordinate to form); and to the lack of originality. The strongest advantages of puppet theatre are its theatrical syncretism and the complexity and equality of all its elements.
While I initially emphasized the advantages and the swift development of puppetry in terms of acting, animation, design and directing, the same cannot be said about its literary and dramaturgical progress. Original ideas by numerous creative minds usually remain in the drawer and never reach their full potential. While outstanding Slovene and foreign literature is frequently converted into puppetry form, the fact that such a transposition requires a careful and demanding transfer of verbal signs into their theatrical counterparts is often overlooked. Given that visual design is an important part of puppetry, the lacking contents are easily painted over by the form. Even so, the attentive theatregoer isn't easily fooled.
My selection of performances for the seventh Biennial rests upon the integrity of these plays. I picked those performances that display an integral harmony in all individual segments of their staging. This was exactly what I admired and valued most as a viewer, since it truly marks these performances as puppetry. Even more, this integrity ensures a distinct identity of the artistic genre in a given environment. For now, this has been achieved only by a select few individuals in their outstanding performances. But the key to a more comprehensive development of puppetry in all its segments will surely be academic education and training. Failing that, my opinion in another fifteen years might remain the same.
Proposed Performances for the Competition Programme of the Biennial
1. When Shlemiel Went to Warsaw, the most well-rounded and imaginative performance
2. The Boy Who Became a Hedgehog, a well-rounded example of outstanding acting
3. The Trial or the Woeful Story of Joseph K., well-rounded and well considered
4. You Catch!, well-rounded, intelligent and aesthetic
5. You and I, well-rounded performance with maximum consideration for the audience
6. Bestiaires, well-rounded and appealing (my proposal for the opening performance)
7. Laila, well-rounded and visually sensible
8. Little Salamander Goes Across The Road, well-rounded and a real experience
9. Salto Mortale, well-rounded, strongest in terms of content
10. Videk's Shirt, well-rounded with the cutest visuals
11. I, Legend, well-rounded, most unique and minimalistic
Proposed Performances for the Accompanying Programme of the Biennial
12. The Man Who Planted Trees, the most personally expressive and intimate performance
13. Hole, the most absurdly noisy performance (my proposal for the closing evening)
14. Toy Blocks, most appealing to children
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