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PUPPET MOVEMENT 

First rule of puppet movement tells us that puppets have no emotion of their own.  They rely on you to give them all the personality, meaning, message and actions needed to convey their character to the audience.  They have no sparkle in their eye or raise of their eyebrows to get the feeling across!  The puppet may be seen as an instrument that is directed by the puppeteer.

You must find out the most comfortable hand position for your hand with the puppet you choose.  You must also realize that puppetry is physically demanding on your hands, wrists, arms and voice (if you have no amplification).  Different styles of puppets give more resistance and are more demanding on your strength, others are more supple or less heavy and easier to manipulate for longer periods of time.

To begin, try some hand exercises to limber up and then jump right in.  You can try the practice movements with or without a puppet!

Hand puppet movements
Set up some time to practice with a puppet of your choice.  Find one that you will either use a lot in shows or one that catches your attention.  Try it on and find a comfortable hand position.  Realize that this will change – puppets are demanding on your hands and wrists – not to mention your patience sometimes!

In a mirror move the puppet so you can SEE what it looks like.  Start with actions and add words later.  Practice the following list of emotions and actions to see how the puppet is going to be perceived by the audience.

Try the following finger movements:

Yes – bend fingers to make head nod

No - move fingers back and forth alternately to make head move in a negative motion
Point to self – bring thumb in toward puppet with puppet’s other arm away from its body


Come here – same type of action as pointing to self, but add a little wrist twisting to accentuate

Clap – bring both arms together and touch puppets hands together

Point to something else – hold one of the puppet’s arms close to its body and extend other arm in direction you want to point; this can be accentuated if you bend the puppet in the direction they are pointing.

Wave – hold one arm away from the puppet and with the other arm, move finger up and down 

Rub hands together – bring fingers together like in clapping, then rub thumb around surface of other fingers (if you bring the thumb over the other fingers, puppet looks worried)

Tapping- tap stage with one of puppet’s hands to indicate impatience or anger

Thinking – bring one arm in to the puppet’s body then with other arm, either tap the puppet’s cheek or rub the puppet’s cheek.  This may also be achieved if the puppet is tapping its hands in front of itself.

Creeping – puppet starts with arms loosely together resting on the stage.  If going toward right, start with right hand, reach out and touch the floor of the stage so that the weight of the puppet rests on this hand.  Bring the left hand in toward it so that the arms are loosely together again.  Continue creeping motion until desired destination is achieved!

Crying, sneezing or snoring – fold puppet’s arm together at chest or waist, bend fingers to make head bow slightly, then use small finger movements to make head go up and down slightly

Try these wrist movements:

No - can rotate hand on wrist right then left or can rock hand side to side to create effect of  “no”.

Bow - bend wrist forward (so puppet bends at waist).

Looking around – bend wrist and move along the stage so that puppet is looking down or bend wrist backwards and move puppet along stage if puppet is looking up.  Movement is best if both are combined with occasional change of position.  To look over the stage, bend at wrist and bend at fingers to make head appear to drop down.

Make a point! -  bend wrist over to one side while having puppet’s hand hit the stage

Reading – start puppet at left and pivot wrist to make puppet’s head go from left to right

Shy – curl wrist and fingers toward your body, this will make puppet appear to curl up and turn away from the audience.

Sad or sorrowful – bend at wrist and put head of puppet between his hands.  Add a “no” movement with the wrist.

Picking something up – puppet bows at waist and uses hands to pick up item, then puppet straightens up at waist.

Sitting – pivot puppet to profile or side view with wrist then bend at wrist so puppet appears to rest on its seat.

BIG sneeze – this is a two part movement:  first, bend puppet back slightly with wrist while puppet’s arms are apart, then puppet swiftly bends forward while bringing arms in to his body for the release of the sneeze.

Try these arm movements:

Walking -  holding arm up straight, gently move arm up and down while guiding puppet across the stage.
Running – move arm up and down in a rapid, choppy manner while moving the puppet quickly across the stage.

Hopping – move up and down in a purposeful way so that puppet spends time on the “ground” and in the air

Fainting – this requires a broad arm movement to make the puppet seem like it is falling or fainting.  Straighten arm at elbow to make the puppet fall or faint.  This action requires a beginning; either a slip or a stop or a reeling motion to make it believable.  This can be one at any speed and is most believable if the puppet falls on its back rather than it’s face.

Flying – using a broad arm movement, lean the puppet forward then move around the stage turning at the end of the stage.  Puppet is most believable if it is flying in the direction it is facing. You can have the puppet move its body to signal a change in direction as well.

BIG Snoring, sneezing and crying – lay puppet down and use arm for upward movement about 45 degrees.  This is more comical and more eye catching for a larger audience.

Shadow Puppet Movements

Unlike hand puppets, shadow puppets are flat.  They require joints if you want them to move and can be very effective and believable no matter how much tape they have accumulated.  They can be made out of anything that blocks light and is relatively stiff.   They usually employ rods to move various parts of the puppet and to keep the puppet against the screen. 

For a crisp outline, hold the puppet right against the screen of your stage.  For a larger, fuzzier and more frightening outline, hold farther back.

Construction of the puppets is only limited to your imagination (and resources).  There are many books on the subject as well as great websites!

For your amusement, the list below will give you a chance to think about two things:

1. How to convey the action

2. How to construct a puppet that will accommodate the action!

Using rods, try the following movements:

Walking

Running

Arm movement (or other appendage if not human!)

Dancing

Chasing something or being chased by something

Being afraid

Looking around

Being sad

Being happy

Bow for “The End”

Further things to consider:

When puppets are on stage, it is advisable that they have a purpose.  If a puppet is waiting for another puppet to finish a speech or action, they are most believable if they are waiting with their arms folding in front of them.  We don’t wait for things with our arms open.

If a puppet is speaking to another puppet, they would be best to be facing one another, or at least facing the direction of the other puppet.

Puppets that are watching something would be most believable if they are facing the action they are to be watching.

If you are working with puppets that are new, try them out before deciding to make them the star of your show.  We had a wonderful puppet who was eye catching and big.  He almost broke all of our wrists after a 20 minute show!!

Remember the character of your puppet all the way through the show.   Voice and movements would be best to be consistent.   A sloth that starts the show with a drawl in its voice and a slow walk would be most believable to stay that way – unless a fairy has put him under a spell or some such event!

If you have two hands, use no more than two puppets.  This may sound silly, but if you have seven puppets in a scene and only two puppeteers anatomically it is somewhat awkward, if not impossible.
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