Regarding Taiwanese Puppeteering
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The most important thing in playing Taiwanese puppet shows as an armature is to play it with your heart and passion.  You are playing to promote Taiwanese culture to the international community, so through your effort, the audience may not be able to judge how decent your performance is unless they have had the good fortune of seeing professional Taiwanese puppeteers before.  Otherwise, what they can observe is how much you love to do this in order to promote your own culture to them.  Trust me, your passion is going be very contagious!

Here are some tips about maneuvering the puppets:

1. Always play like you are the puppet itself.  For example, whenever you want to turn and move the puppet, your body should move in unison.   If you are into your puppet, even though we are playing “karaoke puppet show”, which means that you do not have to talk or sing etc. while performing, you will definitely speak your own lines as you are playing.  
2. The index finger controls the head, thumb for one arm (left), and the rest of 3 fingers for the other arm (right).  However, use your wrists and arms more when playing the puppets.  The beginners tend to play with their fingers, which makes the puppet rigid or stiff.  Practice first without putting the puppet on.  Practice in front of a mirror is always the best way to improve your technique.
3.  The beginners tend to have both hands of their puppets stay wide open or close at the same time, which makes the puppets look like dolls and not a true character.  As a person, you don’t stretch and open your arms completely while stand up, do you?  So you can close one arm and open another, and switch from time to time.  

4.  The head of the puppets can be too heavy for beginners, and hence their head is tilt to the back.  It’s better to tilt the puppet’s head forward so that the audience can see them and not the other way.  And if you are having a hard time to keep their straight, you can cheat a little by tilt the body so that “your” head appears as upright. Another trick is to keep your fingers in a 3-D format, i.e. holding the index finger straight and then bend other fingers forward and have the thumb and other fingers almost touching.
5. When you are coming or going away from the stage, it is important to come in and leave from either side of the stage.  It looks a bit silly when a puppet suddenly appears in the middle of the stage as if they have taken an elevator into the stage.  And of course remain the height as you are exiting the stage, no escalator please.

6. Try to stay at a 45 degree angle facing the audience when the puppets are on the stage.  Of course when you are walking into the stage, you are on your side in a profile position, but once you stop and talk to the audience or another puppet, it will be best to stay in a 45 degree angle.  You don’t want the audience to stare into the butts of your puppets too much.

7.  The movement of puppets should be noticeable for the audience to see even in the back rows.  Your movement can be extensive but still elegant if you are playing a lady by doing it slowly.  But if you are playing a funny character, the movement can be big and fast, which usually looks quite silly.  Once again it’s all in your wrists and the arms.

8.  When a puppet is speaking, it should move much more so audience knows which one is talking.  On the other hand, if your puppet is just listening, try not to move too much.  However, just because you are not talking, it doesn’t mean that your puppet should look “dead” to others.  You can move the arms or the head of the puppet a little bit once in a while.
9.  The movement of the puppets should follow the script, i.e. your puppet stops when there is a pause in your lines, and moves when it speaks.  While moving, your puppet needs to have FOCUS, which means that your movement should have purpose and not aimlessly swinging.  If you do it right, people actually think that you are speaking the lines as you play those puppets.  Those are the best comments that we have got in the past.  Audience in the back did not even notice that we were playing a karaoke-puppet-show.

10. The interaction among the puppets is very important too.  A little touch or a small push etc. can make the whole show comes alive.
11. Your arms are going to be sore after 5 minutes, so it’s important to check the heights of all the puppets on the stage.  Use another hand to support your arm, and help each other by reminding yourself and other puppeteers to keep all the puppets on a similar level.

12. Just remember to have fun while playing.  It’s not very difficult, but if you do it correctly, it’ll bring lots of fun both to yourself and to the audience.  And don’t be afraid to improvise, adding little tricks and new addition to your show can be very rewarding.  Enjoy the puppet show!
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