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Marionettes in the Federal Theatre. 

Audiences aggregating half a million--most of them children--have seen the 

performances of the five Buffalo Marionette units of the Federal Theatre project of 

the Works Progress Administration in the past year. That is a measure of the -popu

larity of this important branch of Federal Theatre activity under the dir e ction of 

Mrs. Hallie Fla-::iagan. 

Marionette projects of Federal Theatre ar e in operation in New York City, 

Buffalo, Washington, Newark, Philadelphia, New Orleans, Dallas , Omaha, Jacksonville, 

Oakland, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. The se comprise 22 separate producing units, 

employing 353 persons. They e;ive more than 100 performances each weok to an average 

audience of between 300 and 400. 

Taking a singl1:; week of the l'fow York City Mnrionette work for the week 

ending April ·20, the eight units of the project gave 34 performances, witnessed by 

9,085 persons, a gr oat majority of them children. Of the 34 performMce~-; , four were -
in Children's Hospitals and Asylums, five in Settlements, and the others mostly in 

school auditoriums and playgrounds. During the s1.lI!lrner months, mor e pPrformances will 

b e given in parks. 

The 11 nctors 11 in these peregrinating thGatres range all the way from the 

simplest hand puppets ( one little troupe in Oakland specializes in shadow plays which 

are cp--oropriate for small hospital w~ds) to elaborate dolls, more thnn half life size, 

operated by more than 16 strings each. 

Of especinl importPnce are the mnny mnrionette performances in children I s 

hospitals. H0re, entertninmont is of prime import~nce in providing an atmosphere of 

relaxation aTJ.d hope which nre in mnny cP..ses :>.bsolutcly essential to cure. In the 
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Children I s Departments of Bellevue Psychiatric Hosp ital, New York City, Federal 

Theatre marione ttes have been working experimentally with the ~hysicians i n charge 

for 18 months. Dr. Lauretta :Bender, Senior Psychiatrist of Bellevue, sta t es : "The 

problem of working ou t a routine for these children would have been a difficult one 

with the limite d fa cilities and staff which the city can afford. However, with t he 

aid of activities offered us by workers from the Works Progress Administra tion, it 

has been possible to organize a number of interesting proj e cts, one of the most va lu

able of which has been the puppet shows. These have the advantage that t hey may be 

consciously used for psycho-therpeutic purp oses by directing the interest of the 

child toward the solution of his own emotional problems . 11 

The use of puppe ts for direct educational pur p oses is endorsed by the 

Public Schools of Buffalo, with which Federal Theatre units have b een cooporating 

for two years. Here, again, it is possible that a distinct contribution may be made 

to the science of pedagogy--one which as yet is only i n germ. Tests have proved 

that facts presente d v isually to the child are far mor e e asily and clearly r e tained 

than the same f a cts told in words. 

Among the p lays are "Mickey Mouse's Birthday," "Little Black Sambo," 

11 Han s e l and Gre t el , 11 11 Snowwhi t a and the Dwarfs, 11 "Puss in Boots, 11 ancl "Punch and Judy. 11 

Pupr)e ts can be exciting too. The New York dolls put on that classic thrill er II Treasure 

Island" and also a Sherlo ck Holmes play, a trulyhr.ir-rr'.isi116 performance of a sinister 

undertaking in an old English manor. Tho classics of literature and the dr ama are ulso 

r epr e sented. Los Ange l es stages 11 l:lon Q,uixote 11 ; San Francisco the medieval f arce , 

11 Pi err e Pa t elin11 ; New York, 11 0liver Twis t. 11 Philadel phin is producing the mo s t 

famois of all pupno t plays, 11 The Legend of Dr. Faus t u s. 11 

But still more surprising things cre hapDeni ng . The Los Ange l es Unit is 

putting on its s tage the Story of the Creation, showing Ada m and Eve, the s er pent, 

and the expulsbn from t he Garden of Eden, ,.,i th specially composed music and extr !:'~ 

ordinary lighting effects which the r apidly deve l oping sc i ence of s t ~go lighting hns 

made possible. The emphc1si s , say s its dire ctJr, is on 11 the pontry of mus ic, form, o..nd 

light in expressing the theme of the creation of the uni verse. 11 

A."lother production of this unit is 11 AfriquG11 which will i n t er pr e t the 

development of Negro music. The first scene pr e s ents the music cf primitive Africa 

interpreted by Paul Rob eson through ,.1se Gf the r e cJrdings which he perscn.q,lly ma de on 
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folk-song, the Negro work song, jazz, and blues--all appropriate ly da.'1ced by the 

extraordinarily proficient dolls. A third production of this unit, soon to see the 

footlights, is an adaptation of Euripides 1 11 Cyclops" in Shelley's translation, the 

only surviving example of the ancient satyr play, or burlesque tragedy. 

Some of the unit s stress local history. In New Jersey one troupe is 

dramatizing the story of the loca l heroine •. ?folly Pitcher. In Buffalo, Natha...ri Hale 

is the hero of a play. The Buffalo Negro unit, one of two in ]'ederal Theatre, pr E: sent s 

the life of Stephen Foster, with the accompaniment of his song s and other plays. · 

An outstanding examp l e of the marionette 's adaptaoility is the s eri e s o~ 

plays which one Buffalo Unit is soon to give in the parks, dramatizing the dangers 

of r e ckless driving. This is done under the sponsorship of the Buffalo Automobil0 

Club and with the cooper a tion of the :Buffalo Polic0 Department. In f a ct, the Chief 

of Police h a s accep ted an invi tr•.tion to mak-:.l a sp eech a t the opening p erformance. 

The show, "Death Take s the Wheel, 11 is o. drn.JnD.tization of an e.rticle, "And Sudden 

De a th," and presents with a t e chniriue peculia rly of the rnari on0tt e thc,at er, not so 

much the perils tha t c::ime from wild and reckle ss driving P.. S those derived from mere 

carelessne ss of which all drivers nr e occi:sionnlly guilty. Thi s play will go on its 

local "circuit," th0n a seque l will b e r e ady for p erformance s, point i ng cut mor e of 

the careless nnd dangerous things which drivers sometime s do. Me!lnwh ile n. group of 

instructors is being organized to go to other citi e s -:-f the stn.te ( n.lways with the 

cooperation of the local l'..Utomobile clubs) to se t up units giving the s3,.rne :i,l ;c,,ys. 

It will be s een tho.t n.lthough the children come first in this govc, rnment pro

gram, the nrt of puppetry is r,,lsc o, s erious dramntic r'.rt for o,dults. One of the 

San Francisco companies is entitled "Not for Children Only. 11 In Philaddphia, the 

Federal marionettes plc:Y to p acked audience s . 

.An important pert of the Federal Theatre puppet w, rk is the teP.ching of 

amateurs tc mc'ke and operr>.t e their own puppets, nnd even writ e the ir ')Wn pleys. 

The f r-tct that mFtny of these dolls nre crude A.nd the Op6rn.ticn amatt~urish is of 

little consequence. Puppet mr·king t'.nd plnying is bEginning t') be n st1'.ndn.rcl pnrt 

of modern education, but without c"'irnpetent instructi')n it cann::t hnva its full 

educati::inal vclub. Feclero,l Then.tre is providing instructors and educr-.ting othC;rs 

who will in turn b e come tec.chers tJ help fill the gr:rning nt: ed. 
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