BASIC PUPPET MANIPULATION

It’s More Than Just Moving the Mouth!

I. Take Care of Puppets

a. Tools, not toys
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Treat puppets with respect, many of them are quite expensive.

b. Proper handling

1. No food, candy, or liquids

2. Your hand is not your hand when it’s inside a puppet

II. Position of Hand in Puppet’s Head

a. Four fingers on top

b. Thumb on bottom

c. (Try crossing your first two fingers!)

III. The Five Basics

The following are basic puppet skills that need to be mastered in order to have a successful puppet play. It is important that you learn and master these skills. You do this by practice!  Bad puppetry will distract the audience from the message you are trying to get across in your performance.

a. Entrances and Exits

Make puppet look like it is climbing stairs using 3 or 4 hops. A younger puppet may have a bouncy walk and an older person may move slower. Stay away from elevator moves! On exit, turn the puppet away from the audience while exiting the stage.
1. 3 or 4 “bounce” steps

2. Like walking up and down stairs

3. When you exit, turn 180 degrees

4. No elevators, escalators, or trap doors.

b. Height and Positioning

Correct posture is existential in order to have correct puppet appearance. The elbow should be almost locked and arm should be next to the ear.  The puppeteer's head should be 1 inch lower than stage height. If a puppet had a belly button, it would be even with the top of the stage.  Caution should be used not to be too low where only the puppet head is seen, or too high where the puppeteers arm is visible. Avoid quicksand.

1. “Belly Button” Height

2. 6 Inches from the stage

3. Don’t lean on the stage (you or your puppet!)

4. Watch out for “quicksand”

c. Lip Synchronization

Don't bite your words. Start speaking with the puppet's mouth closed. If you start with the mouth open, you will bite your words. Move the mouth once per syllable. Example; “hi” has 1 syllable, “hello” has 2 syllables. Open the mouth wider when shouting and open the mouth less when whispering.

1. Open the mouth once for each syllable

2. Drop your thumb, don’t move your fingers 

1. Don’t “flip your lid!”

3. Don’t “bite” your words

4. How far do you open the mouth?

1. Open a lot for yelling

2. Open a little for whispering

3. Find a happy medium for normal tone

5. Close the mouth completely when you aren’t talking

d. Eye Contact

The more realistic you can make your puppet look, the better your puppet show will be. Look at the audience. Look at other puppets when speaking to them. Move a little. Movements and posture should be life like.
1. Maintain eye contact with whoever you are speaking to

1. Look at other puppets

2. The audience is lower than the stage

a. Bend your wrist

b. Where your fingers are pointed , that’s where your puppet’s eyes are looking

3. When you aren’t speaking, look at the character that is talking, or where the action is taking place.

4. You can’t maintain eye contact if you’re flipping your lid.

e. Believable Action/Reaction and Movement

1. Keep moving, you are not a Statue

2. Pretend your puppet has legs

3. Look “alive”

1. Rod arm or human arm movements

The use of rod arms and using human hand puppets make them more life like. It is important to leave the arm down at the puppet's side when you have the arm inactive. Practice using the rod arm to show emotions; surprise, sadness, shyness, etc. You will find that when using two rod arms, the rods will be crossed, and you will use your hand as a pivot point.

Try these movements with your rod arms or human hands:
a. Waving

b. Yawning

c. Blowing kisses
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Sneeze

e. Scratch head

f. Point
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