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Method acting is a variation of Stanislavski' s teaching, and I was taught a variation of 

method that most closely resembled the teaching of Sanford Meisner, an American acting teacher 

at New York's Neighborhood Playhouse School of Acting, whose technique (Meisner technique) 

is widely respected. I was taught that in any scene, I am always myself. I do not pretend to be 

someone else. The creation of character comes from what are known as the "given 

circumstances" of the play and of the scene. The given circumstances are the external forces 

acting on a character in his or her world, and as an actor I must construct them in my own head, 

allow them to affect me, and respond to them honestly. When I played Laura in the "gentleman 

caller" scene of Tennessee Williams's The Glass Menagerie, the given circumstances were that I 

had a limp from a childhood illness; that I had dropped out of secretarial school and lied to my 

mother about it; that my brother had brought home a friend from the factory at my mother's 

behest in the hopes that I would finally have a suitor, and this friend had turned out to be a boy I 

had had a crush on in high school, but he had been terribly popular and I had been a shy 

wallflower; whatever memories I could make up for Laura; etc. I created memories of buying the 

glass unicorn that is broken at the end of the scene, of seeing Jim (the boy) with his girlfriend, of 

clumping slowly to the back of the auditorium with a brace on my leg in front of the entire high 

school, of throwing up in secretarial school. The goal was to have an emotionally charged 

memory of every past event mentioned in the script and an emotional connection to every person 

and object in the scene, just as I would have in real life, so that when something happens in the 

scene - when Jim kisses me, for example - it is meaningful to me, Sarah, and I can have a full 

and honest reaction to it. 

The skill lies in fully constructing the given circumstances, in constructing them in such a 

way so that they are emotionally relevant to you, and in allowing yourself to react and show your 
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One of the goals of this project was to develop a collaborative creative process based on a 

group whose work we admired. Our director chose the Open Theater, directed by Joseph 

Chaikin, as our model. Following their example, we worked extensively with improvisation, both 

as a tool for creating material that we later set and as a performance technique: nearly half the 

show was improvised for every performance. The Open Theater was committed to "poor 

theater," the philosophy that actors' bodies in space were all you needed to make theater, and so 

we performed on a bare stage save for a plain black wooden cube in each comer of the space. On 

top of each cube sat a white pillar candle that we lit at the beginning of the show and blew out at 

the end. Each actor in the four-person cast wore brown corduroy pants and a gray t-shirt with the 

sleeves cut off. We had a few small props and a few masks, but most of the work was done with 

our bodies and our voices. The piece was physically stylized and rigorous: I did daily push-ups 

and sit-ups in addition to my twice weekly dance class so I could be strong enough to perform. 

We were busy students, but we found ten hours a week to rehearse. After rehearsal I would write 

about what we had done in my journal, but I did not have a great deal of time outside of that to 

think about the piece or work on it. 

I did get enormous emotional fulfillment out of working on this piece. It felt 

workmanlike and solid, and I was so focused on my fellow actors that I frequently forgot about 

the audience during performances and just did my work. The improvisations were exhilarating, 

and I knew every choreographed moment in my body as well as my brain so I did not have to 

think about them and could just do them. We were creating worlds and concepts and emotions 

with our bodies. I felt huge. Although I forgot about the audience while I was performing, I also 

knew at all times that I was performing for them, to tell them this story. OUf director consciously 

broke down theatrical conventions by having us do the transitions between segments as actors 
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insecurities are on display for the audience. You have to be ready to make fun of the things you 

are embarrassed of in yourself. You also need to be able to do just one thing at a time, so that the 

audience can always see what you are thinking or doing, often before you can. 

This kind of stylized theatrical work excites me far more than what I had learned in 

acting class. An actor skilled in method acting can give a stunningly powerrul perrormance, but 

movies can do realism so much more effectively than the theater can, that the theater ought to 

have a different voice. Movies can put actors in New York City, in cars, in airplanes; they often 

have enormous budgets, and they can spend them on micromanaging "realistic" details. In a 

movie, characters can have a conversation on a hillside at sunset. In a theater piece, they can sit 

on any representation of a hillside the scenographer can dream up, and the lighting designer can 

bathe them in light reminiscent of or strictly replicating the light at sunset (of course, movies can 

have artistic license as well, but currently the only mainstream American movies that use it are 

science fiction and fantasy). The power of theater is that the actors are right there in the space 

with you. Theater can play brilliantly with space and movement, with live music, and with the 

relationship between actors and audience, elements which movies either cannot use or can use in 

only limited ways. These are things I am interested in for my own work. 

I came to Bread & Puppet not only as a perrormer but as someone interested in the 

creation process of theater: what stories do you tell, and how do you tell them? I had seen Bread 

& Puppet perform and felt certain, although I could not articulate why or how, that their work 

was somehow connected to religion and to the sense of fulfillment that religion can give. My 

main reason for applying for a summer internship with the company was to learn how to make 

theater that felt that way. This thesis is an attempt to work through and articulate the things I 

learned there about theater, religion, and life. 
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Chapter Two 

Introduction: The Bread & Puppet Theater 

"Puppetry is aform of ecstasy, just as music is. It is caused by an overflow of music-power and 

brain-activity and by an urgent happiness that can't be held back, that has to manifest itself. " 

- Peter Schumann 

If you had been bitten by the bug of adventurous travel on a July Sunday last summer and 

driven north on Interstate 91 into Vermont until you were just 45 minutes or so south of Canada; 

and if you had gotten off 91 on a whim and taken Rt. 16 past farms and fields, through the town 

of Glover (Currier's market and the Busy Bee Diner, not much else) and past more farms and 

fields, maybe passing another car; if you had turned onto Rt. 122, just because, and driven 

another few minutes with woods on either side of you until you came upon a farmhouse mostly 

obscured by pine trees and an old wooden red shed with large sliding doors and a tin roof, and if 

you had stopped the car because beside the shed was parked (rather permanently) a school bus 

painted head-to-toe with a vibrant mural of the landscape; if you had gotten out of your car to 

stretch your legs, you would have noticed how quiet everything was - except for the sounds of a 

lively if eclectic band (you could have just picked out a banjo, a saxophone, an accordion, and 

some drums) coming from somewhere across the hills. 

If you had followed those sounds along a mowed path behind the shed and across rolling 

meadows, past a strange little hut, nothing more than a roof really to cover what looks like a mud 

igloo (the music would have stopped now, there would be silence again), you would have 
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that I had no access to the sacred, and so my reaction to Bread & Puppet's performance seemed 

inappropriate to me after the initial excitement wore off. Who am I to say what a religious 

experience feels like? After several years in religious studies, I still do not have an answer to that 

question. What was it that I was responding to in that performance and that I continued to 

respond to when I worked for the company in the summers of 2000 and 2001, first as an intern 

and then as a volunteer? 

I undertook this thesis to address why the performance felt the way it did. I wanted to 

understand more than just "it felt like religion." What does that mean, and why did it feel that 

way? I have chosen to approach this question from several angles: I look first at Bread & 

Puppet's performances as rituals, because ritual is the bridge between religion and theater. Ritual 

is performed religion. To say that some sequence of actions is a ritual is to say that it is 

performed with an awareness of supernatural forces that presumably witness and (hopefully) 

respond to those actions. Theater is also a performance, but for a human rather than divine 

audience. If a theatrical performance includes God or the gods in its audience, it becomes a 

ritual. But sometimes, especially in an avowedly secular setting, it is difficult to see the presence 

of the gods - and yet the performance might still feel like a ritual, even if it changes every time it 

is performed. Chapter three, "Ritual," addresses the questions of whether a new and ever

changing ritual is possible, and which specific characteristics mark a performance as ritual. 

Rituals are meant to be efficacious, they are intended to effect some change in the world, and so I 

also look at what Bread & Puppet hopes to accomplish through their performances. 

Not only the form of a Bread & Puppet performance but also its content deserves 

attention: chapter four, "Myth and Music," addresses some of the specific mythic stories Bread 

& Puppet is telling. If religion is about asking the "Big Questions," then myths are the attempted 
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effort, they are born in the mind of the company's director, Peter Schumann. Bread & Puppet is 

very much his theater, and so at least a cursory knowledge of his personal history and attitudes 

towards art are important for assessing the shows he has created (although there will be a great 

deal of his writing throughout). Also critical to understanding the work is the setting of the 

theater in Glover, Vermont, as well as the living and working conditions of the company. I spent 

a total of eight weeks working on the Bread & Puppet farm over the course of two summers in 

2000 and 2001, and I will speak to that experience. As for Schumann's personal history, my 

main source is Stefan Brecht's extensive (and quirky) Peter Schumann's Bread and Puppet 

Theater, and I recommend this work to anyone interested in the gaps I have left. 

Peter Schumann was born in 1934 in Lueben, Silesia, the son of a Lutheran 

schoolteacher. When he was ten, Russia invaded Silesia, and his family fled to Schleswig

Holstein and then to Hanover. The images the war produced were to be a major influence on his 

work, and the experience of growing up in a time of deprivation continues to shape his attitude 

toward contemporary society. In the summer of 2001, he explained to me and a group of interns 

that as far as he was concerned, the time he spent scavenging for food with his brothers and 

sisters during the war was "real life." When Bread & Puppet went to Sarajevo in 1994, they were 

invited to have a cup of tea with a family, but first the family tore pages out of their books to 

start a fire to boil the water, and this for Schumann was real existence (Schumann, personal 

communication, June 2001). I think that frankly he was being a little ingenuous, that in fact he 

considers books and the culture they represent to be a necessary part of human life, and that 

something is not right when we must forego art for the sake of survival. Nevertheless, one of his 

values is a life without frills. 
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Schumann saw puppet shows when he was young and decided that he liked them much 

more than actor theater (Brecht 1: 10). He did some puppeteering through high school, but then 

dropped it for many years (Schumann qtd. in Brecht 1: 11). His artistic focus towards the end of 

high school was on sculpture, and he continued to study it at the university level (although he 

never graduated) as well as experimenting with it on his own. This love of sculpture is evident in 

the puppets and masks he creates: they are works of art apart from the performances they were 

built for, although they were meant to perform, and Schumann would never allow them to be 

mere sculpture to be looked at. Puppetry is sculpture which is "applied and socially embedded" 

(Schumann, Radicality 11), sculpture made utilitarian and relevant. 

His decision to quit his university program marked an artistic transition: he seems to have 

gi ven up any aspirations he might have had of being a professional sculptor (Brecht 1: 24), and 

turned instead to dance. For many years he considered dance the ideal art form through which 

the artists themselves might be redeemed - not the audience, he thought the audience was a lost 

cause; but the practitioners would be spiritually regenerated (Brecht's term - I do not know if 

Schumann described it this way) through their practice (Brecht 1: 22, 28), and this regeneration 

was to consist of "a turning away from the dehumanization; the materialism of modem 

civilization ... a tum toward a 'simple life'" (Brecht 1: 29-30). The dance he wanted to create 

was not about any traditional technique but about moving "right." Everyone involved had a hard 

time defining what that meant, although Schu'mann seems to have known it when he saw it. It 

was about doing very simple actions - "walking, sitting down, getting up, moving objects, and 

such things" (Schumann qtd. in Brecht 1: 38) - but with a very specific quality of movement. 
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In 1956 he met Elka Scott, an American student who was on ajunior semester abroad 

from Bryn Mawr College. Elka stayed with him for a year, then came back to the States to finish 

college. In 1958 she returned to Europe, and in 1959 they were married. In 1961 they came with 

their first two children to Connecticut, where Elka's parents lived, so the Scotts could meet their 

son-in-law and their grandchildren. The Schumanns ended up staying in America, even though 

Schumann "hated everything that came from America" (Schumann qtd. in Brecht 1: 51). They 

moved to the Lower East Side in New York City, and in October of 1963 the Bread & Puppet 

Theater was founded by Peter Schumann, Bruno Eckardt, and Bob Ernstthal. Schumann was the 

only one of the trio to continue with the company. 

The nascent theater company performed in small cheap indoor spaces and on the streets 

of New York for seven years. The most visible work during this time was done in anti-war 

parades: giant puppets would dance down the street to speak out against the United States's 

involvement in Vietnam. Parades and politics have both remained central to the theater's 

performances. In 1969 the theater was invited to Plainfield, Vermont, to take up residency at 

Goddard College, and in 1970 the Schumanns (along with a scant handful of company members 

and their five children) moved to Cate Farm, which was owned by the College, and Schumann 

started to make shows to be performed in the farm's meadow. In September of 1970 they 

performed a show called the Domestic Resurrection Circus. There was one performance. No one 

seems to have suspected the dimensions or the significance that this performance would take on: 

renamed Our Domestic Resurrection Circus, it became a yearly event, and by its last 

performance in 1998 it would attract a crowd of over 40,000 for a two-day all-out festival. 

Schumann had wanted to build the company at Goddard as if it were a work commune, 

but it grew beyond his control, while simultaneously his relationship with the College 
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two days, and there was no way for Bread & Puppet and the surrounding facilities (neighbors, 

roads, Glover) to accommodate such a crowd. Also that year, a drunk audience member 

accidentally killed another audience member in a fight at the campgrounds (drugs, alcohol, and 

dogs were always barred from the performance area and firmly discouraged at the campgrounds, 

although they always found their way in), and Bread & Puppet decided that things had gone too 

far. The Circus was out of control. After the weekend was over, Schumann drafted a letter of 

apology, saying that Our Domestic Resurrection Circus could no longer be performed. Instead, 

smaller shows would be performed weekly during July and August. 

The Circus itself, apart from its acquired paraphernalia, was quite an extravaganza (see 

Fig. 9). The title actually refers to the full day's worth of performances which were varied in 

both scale and theme. The performances began in the late morning with sideshows, small pieces 

put together by any interested puppeteers, that were performed mUltiple times and 

simultaneously around the meadow and in the pine forest. They were generally political and 

frequently satirical. These could be anything from rowdy hand puppet shows to somber pieces 

about historical figures to installations about current events that the audience could walk through 

at their own pace. During the days of the big Circus, Schumann always saw, advised, and 

sometimes cut these sideshows, but since 1998 they have been largely uncensored. 

After the sideshows came the portion of the performance called the Circus. 1 The Circus 

was modeled on real circuses, but the emphasis was on poking fun at virtuosity rather than 

celebrating it: "acrobats" would stand on one leg or do somersaults, brave men with whips would 

tame two puppeteers under a tiger suit. The only true virtuosity was in the stilt walking: there is 

often a talented (andlor daredevil) stilter or two among the puppeteers, people who can dance 

1 A note on nomenclature: for the sake of convenience, I will refer to Our Domestic Resurrection Circus, that is, the 
entire day of performance, as the Circus (always italicized). The "Circus" (not italicized) is the circus-like part of 
that larger'show. 
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specialized representation of the world through the treatment of some specific aspect of 

history, a historical personality or an overall political theme. 3) The final part of the cycle 

is always a resurrection piece, presenting either a logical resurrection growing out of the 

context of the defeat and death of the preceding part of the show, or an unreasonable 

resurrection, a reminder of the possibility of resurrection. (Schumann qtd. in J. Bell, 

Landscape 11) 

An effigy of evil- a dragon, a Mammon puppet covered in text ("ORDER," "ANGST," 

"TORTURE," "IGNORANCE") - would be burned at the end of the performance (see Fig. 10 

and 11), set on fire by a torch carried by a giant Mother Earth puppet who would sweep in over 

the side of the amphitheater. Afterward she would gather up all the puppeteers in her arms and 

carry them off over the hills. The scale of the Pageants was enormous: anywhere from 150 to 400 

performers including volunteers inserted on the day of the performance, large groups of puppets 

and masked characters, individual puppets up to 15 or 20 feet tall that required teams of 

operators. Pageants used as much of the surrounding meadows and hills as possible, and they 

were timed to occur as the light changed from day to night. Schumann once explained to 

puppeteer John Bell, "The best thing we can get out of a pageant here is the clouds or the turning 

of light. The rest is very minimal compared to that. If we succeed in getting an audience to be 

perceptive only to these elements, this would be perfect, we wouldn't have to do anything" (J. 

Bell, Landscape 5). After the Pageant there was another performance time slot starting around 10 

PM. This was a time slot for guest performances around the grounds and Schumann-directed 

shows on the pine forest stage. The pine forest shows had smaller casts and were more carefully 
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marching with large and medium puppets, masks, stilts, and a band. Extra costumes are always 

brought for any last-minute volunteers (the more the merrier). 

Then there is a group of shows created over the past thirty years that can be toured. These 

are smaller shows that can be packed into large wooden crates, loaded onto the traveling bus, and 

performed in nearly any venue. These pieces often grew out of the late-night pine fore'st shows 

that Schumann made and so are more refined, precise, and lyrical than the large summer shows, 

which have a rough-around-the-edges quality built into their structure to allow for necessarily 

brief rehearsal periods and the quick insertion of volunteers. On tour Bread & Puppet often 

performs indoors, and seeing a performance indoors is a very different experience from seeing 

one outdoors. The first time I saw Bread & Puppet was in September of 1999 in Goodhart Hall at 

Bryn Mawr College, where they performed Joan of Arc and Breadbaker Cantata III. Goodhart is 

a vast cathedral-like space, with stone floors and a vaulted wooden ceiling. The seats are old and 

the floor is flat, so there is a lot of peering around heads. When they performed Joan of Arc, a 

spare and haunting piece, the experience felt more related to medieval Europe than late twentieth 

century America. Granted, the performance space was influential in creating this impression. 

Seeing them in a professional theater space would have felt very different, and perhaps not as 

effective. The aesthetic of Bread & Puppet proclaims that you do not have to be a professional to 

make this art, anyone can do it (of course this is not exactly the case: you may not have to be a 

professional, but it takes a certain eye which not all of us have), and a polished performance 

space would contradict this aesthetic. Bread & Puppet is most at home on the farm in Vermont. 

The farm lies about a mile outside the town of Glover, about fifty miles south of Canada. 

The property lies on either side of Rt. 122, a two-lane highway with not much traffic, and so the 

occasional cars can catch a glimpse of dirty puppeteers carrying armloads of costumes or frog 
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between the farmhouse and the meadow. Schumann and Elka live a quarter of a mile up a dirt 

driveway past the farmhouse. 

Around 1995, friends of the theater and puppeteers built the "New Building" (still 

referred to as such) as a space for indoor performance, and guest performances often take place 

here. The company has performed in the New Building when it is raining too heavily to perform 

outside (puppeteers and audiences do not melt, but paper mac he does), and in the summer of 

2001 Schumann made a show to be performed there on Friday evenings. It serves also as 

rehearsal space in bad weather, and there is a loft upstairs (the "Exquisite Loft") that stores large 

puppets. Another fairly recent addition is the print shop where Elka supervises the hand-printing 

of all the banners and many of the posters sold in the museum shop. Before she had this space, 

she carried out the printing in the Ballroom, a large unheated dark space above the workshop, 

which is part of the farmhouse. Over the summer, every Thursday morning is printing morning. 

On the other side of Rt. 122 is the Red Shed, a large wooden shed with sliding doors that 

functions as the main storage space for masks, elaborate costumes, and traveling shows. Just to 

the side of the Red Shed is a footpath that leads you across hayfields to the meadow and 

amphitheater, known as the circus field, and the pine forest. You can also get to the circus field 

by the gravel circus road that turns off of Rt. 122 on the other side of the Red Shed: this is the 

road cars use to get to parking for the summer shows. If you take the footpath, you pass by 

Schumann's bread house where he hands out his sourdough rye bread with aioli (a spread made 

with olive oil and enough raw garlic to fell a small horse) after the shows. There are two outdoor 

clay ovens for baking this bread: a large one by the bread house where baking is done for the 

shows, and a smaller one by the museum where he does the smaller bakings for the puppeteers' 

everyday eating (see Fig. 5). 
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own small shows. Wednesday evening we host a Sacred Harp sing for neighbors, and on 

Thursday evening we have open rehearsals when the community can come and be put into the 

upcoming show. On Sundays we perform. Monday is our day off. 

It is in many ways a utopian community. Schumann has created the farm in the image of 

his ideals: simplicity, frugality, self-sufficiency, radical liberal politics, and art that is a direct 

response to the world around us. This is the life that we are all involved in while we live on the 

farm. We sing, we work, we make puppet shows about the world. At night we sleep. For 

Schumann this life is not only productive and desirable, but religious. As part of the program to a 

dance performance he gave in 1962 (see Appendix C), Schumann wrote a manifesto which 

proclaimed that "art should not be produced as art, but as response to life; not as expression of 

individuality, but of what is shared with others; and not as luxury, but out of felt need; and not so 

that the products (art works) might be there, but for the sake of doing it" (Brecht 1: 97). And this 

art, which is real folk art, by which he means art that is necessary and nourishing (Schumann qtd. 

in Brecht 1: 98), "our real 'folklore', [is] the practice of a possible spiritual genuine life" 

(Schumann qtd. in Brecht 1: 99). Although this was written nearly 40 years ago, I believe it is 

still an accurate representation of what Schumann is trying to achieve, or, arguably, what he has 

achieved. (It is also, incidentally, the most explicit description of his philosophy I have ever read. 

Mystery and crypticism are his modus operandi.) 

There is a poster in the Museum above the bread basket (bread is sold in the Museum), 

taken from an essay Schumann wrote, that reads, "Theater is a form of religion. It is fun. It 

preaches sermons and it builds up a self-sufficient ritual where the actors try to raise their lives to 

the purity and ecstasy of the actions in which they participate" (Schumann, "Bread and Puppets" 

35). (We must remember, however, that when Schumann says "actors" he does not mean a 
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world, no matter what they are about. They are performed on the grass in rural Vermont in the 

middle of a Sunday afternoon, by masks and puppets that are made with simple materials so that 

they are close to their origins, close to the trees that gave the wood and the paper, to the river that 

gave water for paste and clay for sculpting. They feel like creatures of the natural world, even 

when they represent monsters or corporate men in suits. They belong close to the dirt. They have 

the dignity of wild animals, and the physical economy of wild animals: nothing is wasted in their 

movement. 

That is, if the puppeteer knows what he or she is doing. Each puppet and each mask at 

Bread & Puppet has a life of its own and a way it wants to move, and it is the puppeteer's job to 

find that way of moving. Traditionally masks have this powerful living quality, and when they 

are used in religious ceremonies they often result in possession: the spirit of the mask possesses 

the wearer, and the mask lives. Everything Schumann makes works this way. The puppeteer 

enables rather than manipulates the puppet. 

Puppets are not made to order or script. ... They are born from the raw clay. Their 

creation has to be as far removed as possible from the purposeful definitions of dramatic 

characters story. Only through this disconnected distance are they able to enter actively 

into the story as independent agents, not as providers of purpose. (Schumann, Radicality 

8) 

Far from the proverbial "puppet on the throne" who is foolishly powerless or the marionette 

cruelly made to dance at the whim of its operator, at Bread & Puppet the puppeteer's most 

challenging task is to get out of the puppet's way. Like in a religious masked dance, in which the 
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Ralph Denzer, a musician and puppeteer who has worked with the company since the 

mid-1970's explains that petiormers are elements in Schumann's canvas, and a Bread & Puppet 

petiormance is thus not a place for puppeteers to have personal catharsis. This kind of revelation 

of intimacy is precisely what Schumann is trying to avoid. In an essay entitled The Radicality of 

the Puppet Theater, Schumann rails against the use of what he sees as pretend intimacy in the 

theater and in movies: 

The weightiness of the unasked-for and affected sincerity in the aping of kitchen and 

bedroom intimacy, and the intimacy of pain - that is what is so demeaning. Real pain in 

life is a serious relative of death, a terrorizer, usually a visitor of great consequence. The 

detailed, imitated pain in the movies makes a mockery of the vital resources which enable 

our nature to fight pain or even submit to pain gracefully. (Schumann, Radicality 5-6) 

Actors strive for intimacy in the hopes that the audience will recognize themselves and their own 

intimate moments in the actions of the stage, and that this recognition will create a bond between 

everyone in the room, actors and audience alike. Instead, Schumann sees the attempt to portray 

intimacy as mocking and demeaning, and believes that it harms our abilities to respond to real 

intimacy of all kinds, including real pain. 

He is uninterested in the portrayal of individuals and their personal triumphs and defeats. 

In his work Schumann has tried to shake off the baggage of individuality and move instead in the 

realm of myth, of things we share so deeply that we have forgotten they exist. George Dennison, 

long-time friend of Bread & Puppet, writes, 
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people from their cutout cardboard houses. The curtain closed, there was music. Schumann 

announced, "In the next picture, the people's homes are sad." The curtain opened, and a 

puppeteer wearing one of the houses as a mask knelt in the middle of the stage and wept. 

Joan's story was told in rich images performed with great simplicity. Joan was played by 

a puppeteer (Clare Dolan) dressed all in white with her face covered. She hears the voice of God 

(Schumann up a ladder blowing through a long hom made of rubber tube) in the kit~hen, and 

shakes her head and goes back to scrubbing the floor. When she is on trial, her prosecutors are 

represented by two giant noses, each accompanied by a pair of giant ears. When she is in prison, 

two jailers hold her by a rope around her waist as she twists and jerks and falls, trying to get to a 

bowl of water. In the last scene she goes to heaven, where a huge crowd of puppets greet her 

with heart-wrenchingly joyful ululations. Each scene was perfectly complete, even (or 

especially) when the image was not what I anticipated. I wondered at the time how they knew 

exactly what was right for each scene (now I know how much the performances depend on 

Schumann's remarkable intuition). I did not understand the power of what I was seeing, I could 

only feel it, and I walked out into the lobby at intermission with a sense of having been fed more 

profoundly than I ever had been before. This feeling extended, I believe, from a sense that I had 

witnessed something larger than myself, larger than anyone individual. I had been given a myth. 

Another example comes from a rehearsal for a show in which I was performing. In July 

of 2001, working with staff and interns, Schumann created a show, what he described as a 

"cardboard oratorio," called America. It was ostensibly a recounting of the first Europeans 

coming to this continent; I do not know what the piece was really about. It was performed on 

Friday evenings in July and August in the New Building (I performed in it only once, and so 

cannot say what transformations it underwent as the summer progressed.) At the beginning of the 
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people I knew, people with whom I had eaten dinner just an hour before, we had gone swimming 

together; and yet they were beings the like of which I had never seen before. They were not 

purely human beings: they were human beings infused through with animals and gods. 

These were just two of the experiences I have had watching and participating at Bread & 

Puppet that have spurred me to look for answers about this work. Why is it powerful? What is it 

they are doing? How can other theater makers do it too? Although these two encounters were 

small indoor shows, I will concentrate my analysis on the large summer performances, for two 

reasons: they are the most fully documented, and the ones in which I have the most performing 

experience; and they are varied enough to provide numerous examples, but similar enough to 

comprise a fairly coherent body of work. Within these larger shows, although there has always 

been a large amount of political commentary and satire, I will focus on the pieces that are largely 

symbolic, lyrical, and frequently apolitical. In my choice of material I am taking into 

consideration Schumann's preferences: during the 80's and 90's, although Schumann ran the 

final rehearsals for the Circus, he did not create it: most of the creation and directing was done 

by other puppeteers (John Bell, Michael Romanyshyn, Jenny Romaine, to name a few), and there 

was argument over the purpose and content of the Circus. Schumann felt that the Circus was too 

far from what he wanted theater to do: his theater is about "the possibility of resurrection, by 

which he means insurrection. He wants people to see that they can take power at any time to 

change their world, to make the world they want" (Denzer). Instead. he focused his energies on 

the Pageant, which was very much about the possibility of resurrectionlinsurrection, and which 

used ritual, myth, and music to show a very necessary and very possible utopia. Thus I will look 

at the Pageants and the moments in other shows that shared a similar tone or structure as I 

explore what about this puppet theater in rural Vermont is religious. 
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grew out of religious ritual, although there is little consensus on the workings of the process 

itself. 

Regardless of the specific historical origins of theater as a genre, there is a strong 

connection between the two activities. Ritual is the nexus between religion and theater: it is the 

performative aspect of religion, and the theological or cosmological aspect of theater. In other 

words, religion is or approaches ritual when it is performed, and theater is or approaches ritual 

when it is connected to and/or expressive of a theology or cosmology. Neither of these 

statements gives a full definition of ritual - ritual is more than just performed religion or 

theological theater - but what this formulation attempts to demonstrate is that ritual exists in the 

zone where religion and theater begin to resemble each other. 

This understanding of ritual as the connection between religion and theater is important 

to a study of the Bread & Puppet Theater: their work is performance concerned with enacting a 

cosmology, and by enacting it they create a utopia, the concrete and earthly form of the 

cosmology. By combining performance with cosmology and theology, their work begins to 

resemble ritual. Ritual is also an important category in Schumann's mind for understanding his 

theater: he wrote, "Theatre is a form of religion. It ... builds up a self-sufficient ritual where the 

actors try to raise their lives to the purity and ecstasy of the actions in which they participate" 

(Schumann, "Bread and Puppets" 35). If Schumann sees an inherent connection between all 

theater and ritual, then ritual is a suitable starting point for understanding the work of Bread & 

Puppet. His statement also speaks to the importance of the connection between art and the lives 

of those who make it: Bread & Puppet creates a utopia in their performances, but the puppeteers 

must create a utopia in their daily lives to support their theatrical work. As we shall see, creation 
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argues that in order to truly understand ritual, we must look not only at established rituals, but 

also what he calls nascent rituals: "The danger of defining ritual solely in terms of its more 

mature or sacred instances, such as the Passover celebration or the Mass, is that we too easily 

assume that ritual is there, an unchanging given, and that 'ritual creativity' is an oxymoron" 

(Grimes 61). 

Including nascent rituals in a definition of ritual allows us to consider the possibility of 

ritual creativity, that is, creation of new rituals or modification of existing rituals, something 

Eliade's definition does not allow for. Grimes's definition, on the other hand, lets us consider a 

Bread & Puppet performance, never before performed, as ritual. The examples Grimes gives of 

nascent rituals are theatrical: Schumann Brooks' The Conference of the Birds, Jerzy Grotowski's 

Theater of Sources project, Welfare State International's The Tempest on Snake Island. For 

Grimes, the theater (in the broadest sense possible, since Grotowski' s Theater of Sources did not 

even involve performances) is the preeminent place where new rituals are being created. Given 

Grimes's emphasis on nascent ritual as a critical element in understanding all ritual, and given 

that he sees theatrical performances as one of the most important places where these nascent 

rituals are being created, his work is a good starting place for understanding how a Bread & 

Puppet performance could be a ritual. 

Ritual creativity, the creation or modification of ritual, takes place through a process that 

Grimes calls "ritualizing." He describes ritualizing as "an attempt to activate, and become aware 

of, preconscious ritualization processes" (Grimes 61). Ritualization processes, according to 

Grimes, are the stylized expressions of "biogenetic and psychosomatic rhythms and repetitions" 

(Grimes 43) that develop from the relationship between human beings and the ecosystem. In 

other words, fertility rites, harvest rites, and funerals all have a strong ritualization component to 
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Are, that a previously unknown hunger was being fed: Schumann makes art under the 

assumption that everyone is hungry, but they do not know what they are hungry for, and so after 

a while they learn to forget that they are hungry (Schumann, Bread). He is trying to get at those 

things that we need to do but have forgotten or ignored for so long that they have disappeared. 

In a description of the opening of the Pageant of Our Domestic Resurrection Circus, 

which followed the same pattern every year (puppeteers walk in a circle around the Godface 

puppet while singing the Sacred Harp hymn "Captain Kidd"), John Bell writes, "This section of 

the Pageant has been the same since the initial performances in Glover; a familiar ritual which, 

probably because of its circular form and its circle dance, seems even older than its twenty-odd 

years" (J. Bell, Landscape 12). This circle dance - which was more procession than dance - at 

the beginning of the Pageant is a concrete example of Schumann making theatrical sequences 

that somehow feel like ritual, even if we cannot say exactly why. They resonate somewhere 

inside us, perhaps with other things we have seen or felt, or perhaps with something we have 

never seen or done but always longed for. 

Grimes gives a further definition of ritualizing, what he calls a "soft definition:" that is, a 

definition that is a "'model for' attending to what is relatively unknown about [rituals]. Hard 

definitions attempt to establish a clear figure. Soft ones aim at surveying and connecting adjacent 

fields" (Grimes 60). In the spirit of not doing violence to this newborn and fragile concept of 

ritualizing which he has just proposed, Grimes offers the following soft definition: "Ritualizing 

transpires as animated persons enact formative gestures in the face of receptivity during crucial 

times in founded places" (Grimes 60). Each of the words in his definition is heavy for Grimes 
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elevation from sea level makes the sun intense. Performing is hard work. By dinner time on 

Sunday, when the spectators have gone home and the festivities are over, everyone is exhausted. 

The success of the performance rests on the performers' bodies: the investment of physical 

energy, the quality of the movement, the skill with which the puppet or mask is moved. A tired 

puppeteer looks sloppy onstage. A graceful mover looks better on stilts than a hesitant mover. 

Holding back or being afraid to move onstage severely weakens the performance. Applying this 

principle means that the best shows are those in which all of the puppeteers are physically 

healthy and throwing their bodies into performing. 

The emphasis on moving rather than thinking or feeling (the emphasis in much actor

based theater) is an artistic choice based on a number of factors: one, that psychology and 

emotions are individual, and Schumann is not concerned with individuals; two, that Schumann 

has been highly influenced by Bertolt Brecht, who argued that an emotional and intellectual 

separation was necessary between the actor and his or her role; and three, since at Bread & 

Puppet the audience sees the puppets rather than the puppeteers, it is the puppets who must be 

expressive. This last reason is in some ways the most important: the puppeteer must do nothing 

to detract from the power of the puppet or mask. All attention must be paid to the proper 

movement of the puppet. Knowing what a puppet is doing is a physical knowledge. No one 

knows how a puppet moves until someone takes the puppet and moves it - there is no predicting. 

It is possible to analyze a puppet's movement intellectually after it has been discovered, just as it 

is possible to analyze dance, but the discovery must come from moving the puppet, not from 

thinking about how to move the puppet. The nature of puppetry emphasizes doing over thinking. 

At Bread & Puppet in particular, there is such an emphasis on doing over thinking that I 

have often not understood the pieces I have performed, and I doubt the audience "understood" 
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It's not so logical, and not so easy. It is quite complicated if you explain it to yourself

how are these things composed, how are they fighting with each other, how are they 

interfering with each other? If it would be as simple as: there's the GOOD, there's the 

EVIL, there's the FIGHT, and then there's the RESURRECTION, this could be done 

much simpler, if we wanted to do that. We wouldn't need these complications. But if you 

look into life there are these complications. (Schumann qtd. in J. Bell, Landscape 12) 

When a performance is made up of ambiguous figures performing ambiguous actions, that it, 

when it is not simple and straightforward, an attempt to analyze will not get you anywhere. Burt 

Porter, a poet and friend of Bread & Puppet's, urges audiences not to break down the 

performance into easy symbols: "Sometimes a white bird is just a white bird" (qtd. in J. Bell, 

Landscape 22). 

And sometimes a blue horse is just a blue horse - or is it? In The Solomon Grundy 

Circus, the weekly summer show in 2001, one of the acts in the circus was the blue horse samba. 

At the time there were four Puerto Ricans interns who liked to drum and were good at it, so an 

act was created to take advantage of their talent. The blue horse puppets are single-person 

puppets made of a cardboard cut-out horse head attached to a vertical 2x4, with another long 

perpendicular 2x4 running horizontal to the ground with fabric draped over it to create the 

horse's body. A puppeteer holds the vertical 2x4 so that the horse's "spine" is above her head 

and the fabric hangs down on either side so she is hidden except for her legs (these are two

legged horses). The horses are white with blue accents (hence "the blue horses"). The drummers 

would begin their samba, and after a few bars the horses would enter in a long line, dance in 
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Grimes's two prerequisites for ritualizing, however, are very much in the experience of a 

performance: receptivity and a founded (safe, hidden) space. The most obvious receptive body at 

a Bread & Puppet performance is the audience that comes to see the shows. They come with the 

expressed purpose of receiving our performance. We would not perform the show without them. 

Summer audiences at Bread & Puppet tend to be even more receptive than most: they are made 

up of a mixture of neighbors, local Vermonters, many of whom have been coming to the shows 

for years, radical political activists who come for the politics, and neo-Hippies who come for the 

communal experience. There is a fair amount of overlap between these categories: there are 

plenty of politically radical neo-Hippies living in Vermont, and they come to the shows. Many of 

them come because Bread & Puppet teaches the politics that they themselves support. 

All theatrical performance shares this particular need and assurance of receptivity: theater 

(one could argue all art) is primarily communication, but communication requires two parties. 

Theater has no point if there is no audience. (Some theater artists will find this statement 

offensive: they will say that giving such priority to the audience is "selling out," but I disagree. 

Theater without the goal of communication is dangerously prone to self-indulgence.) There is an 

exchange between performers and audience members in each performance: if not, if there seems 

to be a wall between performers and spectators, we say the audience was dead, the show was a 

flop, and we go home disappointed and frustrated. 

But in addition to the audience at a Bread & Puppet performance, there is another 

receptive body: the puppets themselves. When the Blue Madonna, an eighteen-foot-tall puppet of 

a mother with a child in her arms, enters with an entourage of singers to resurrect murdered grain 

(more on this theatrical moment in the next section), there is a sense both that she is a performer 

and that the performance is for her. She is almost being processed through the space, both so she 
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and often their entire bodies, are covered in a perlormance. This is not only safer for the human 

perlormers (they do not have to expose themselves), but also for the audience: confrontation with 

other live human beings can be frightening (I suspect it may be one reason for the rise of the 

popularity of movies over live theater: the audience is invisible to the actors in a movie theater, 

not so in a live theater). I do not mean that frightening things never happen in rituals, but they 

can happen only when all participants feel safe, or they will hesitate to perlorm the ritual again. 

Bread & Puppet's summer performances are often very powerlul, and that power can be 

frightening. Puppetry allows for distance not only between the perlormer and the perlormance, 

but also between the perlormer and the audience, and this distance creates comfort for both 

parties - not in the sense of complacency, but in the sense that everyone feels safe enough to 

allow something extraordinary or alarming to occur. 

We have seen that the creation of new rituals is possible through ritualizing: uncensored 

moving bodies in a safe place with someone to receive the perlormance. Bread & Puppet's 

summer perlormances fulfill this definition of ritualizing, and so we can say that they are 

creating new rituals. Having established that such a thing as a new ritual is possible, we will 

investigate which aspects of a Bread & Puppet performance mark it as a ritual. Catherine Bell 

focuses her discussion on characteristics of ritual found in secular activities. Richard Schechner, 

on the other hand, focuses on the goals of different genres of perlormance and how those are 

achieved. 

Bread & Puppet as ritual-like activity 

In her work Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, Catherine Bell conducts a nuanced 

exploration of a range of ritual activities. She classifies six genres of ritual activity, and six 
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of days, months, and years" (c. Bell 102). Aside from the importance of the celebrated events, 

people look to calendrical rites to create a sense of continuity in their lives. Annual performances 

of Our Domestic Resurrection Circus, although not strictly seasonal nor commemorative, 

nevertheless resemble the calendrical rites Bell describes. They occurred at roughly the same 

time every year, and many audience members would make the trip to Glover for the summer 

performances annually. The experience of going to Bread & Puppet became punctuation in their 

lives. Since the end of the Circus in 1998, faithful audience members have been coming to the 

smaller weekly shows to continue the tradition in their own lives. 

There were some, however, who either never heard the news or have been hoping against 

hope: in the summer of 2001, Bread & Puppet was still receiving phone calls from people 

wondering when Our Domestic Resurrection Circus was being performed, and they were all 

disappointed when we told them that now there were weekly small shows instead. Even though 

the smaller shows are more manageable for the company and artistically fulfilling, they do not 

carry the same importance in the minds of the audience as the big Circus. Part of what makes 

calendrical rites powerful is that they are only performed once a year, and so weekly 

performances will never feel as significant, even if they could be as enormous and extravagant as 

the big Circus. 

Feasting, fasting, and festivals are rituals in which there is a sanctioned disruption of the 

status quo. Feasting disrupts the norm in order to celebrate unity; fasting, in order to celebrate 

distinction (C. Bell 123). These rites demonstrate that the system is not all-powerful: "By 

deconstructing the routines for a period of time, these rites appear to recognize sources of power 

outside the system" (C. Bell 136). Feasting, fasting, and festivals are in some ways the least 
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But celebration often leads to disruption, and reversals of the status quo are also an 

important part of festivals as Bell defines them. Bread & Puppet challenges the political status 

quo through the content of their performances, but the kind of true subversion Bell is talking 

about occurs in other aspects of the show. By not charging admission to the shows, by building 

the puppets out of "junk," and by not paying most of the performers, Bread & Puppet is actively 

and concretely subverting the for-profit entertainment industry, and by refusing to acknowledge 

the industry's standards for a successful theater (i.e. income, box office sales) Bread & Puppet 

nullifies and thereby destroys them. By giving bread to the audience after the performance, 

Bread & Puppet effaces the conventional boundaries created by the industry between theater and 

survival. Part of the philosophy of Bread & Puppet is that art and life cannot be separated. A 

Broadway production of The Phantom of the Opera is not critical to the survival of any of its 

audience members (although it may be critical to the financial survival of its performers). By 

connecting bread with his puppet shows, Schumann wants to restores the connection between 

theater and the continuation of life that existed when ritual and theater were one and the same. 

The bread is a metaphor: it is physical sustenance, but what Schumann wants to give the 

audience is emotional and spiritual sustenance. 

As discussed above, another important element of feasting, fasting, and festivals for Bell 

was the emphasis on expressing religiocultural sentiments, those cultural values based on 

religion. At Bread & Puppet, the religiocultural sentiments expressed through performance are 

about the importance of nature and living in harmony with the natural world. There is a strong 

emphasis on regarding the natural world as sacred, and Bread & Puppet hopes to cultivate this 

devotion in their audience by performing it for them. A belief in the sanctity of nature is both 

religious and cultural: it expresses an understanding of the sacred, and this understanding 

53 



during scenes and clapping at the end), although they are often more outwardly expressive of 

their support and appreciation of the puppeteers than audiences in conventional theaters. It is 

much more acceptable to cheer, laugh loudly, and call out at Bread & Puppet than it would be at 

most performances in New York City. 

Performers and audience at Bread & Puppet are actually less separated by formalism than 

they are in more conventional American theater: the audience does not pay, there is no special 

lighting to distinguish performers and non-performers, and volunteers are encouraged to 

participate. In the 1990's, volunteers used to be trained on the day of the performance to 

participate in the Pageant, usually to sing in the chorus, although they would be incorporated into 

large group choreography as well. Nevertheless, there remains a degree of theatrical convention, 

primarily in the puppeteers' dress, that gives a performance a feeling of formality. 

"Traditionalism" is the "attempt to make a set of activities appear to be identical to or 

thoroughly consistent with older cultural precedents" (C. Bell 145), and thus to legitimize and 

empower them. Although Bread & Puppet has long been considered an avant-garde company 

and has created an entirely new theatrical vocabulary, there are still elements of traditionalism in 

their shows. Schumann often refers to puppetry as an ancient art form (Schumann, Radicality 3; 

Old Art 5), and he draws on theatrical forms and motifs from the medieval Christian theater 

(Schumann, "Uprising" 33; 1. Bell, Landscape 22).7 He also draws on archetypal figures and 

images, such as mothers and grain, and archetypal stories, such as death and resurrection or the 

triumph of good over evil. In the Circus afthe Seven Basic Needs, the weekly show performed in 

the summer of 2000, one of the seven basic needs was the Need to Plant (this act was inspired by 

the 1994 Pageant): large cut-out grain puppets entered the stage, followed by two soldiers. One 

7 This connection to medieval European drama is fascinating, one that several authors alluded to, but that has never 
been examined closely nor spelled out fully. 
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plays "When the Saints Go Marching In," and the puppeteers run around the circus ring with 

flags. In the days of the big Circus, there were even acts in the Circus that were such favorites 

that they were performed for several years in a row, and people would come just to see their 

favorite act or favorite performer from the year before (Denzer). One of the most common 

vernacular understandings of ritual is of an activity or event repeated over and over, and many 

audience members would probably define Bread & Puppet summer performances as a ritual for 

just this reason. As we saw with calendrical rites, invariance creates stability and continuity in 

the lives of practitioners. When Schumann announced that Our Domestic Resurrection Circus 

would no longer be performed, many audience members were devastated, perhaps because the 

performance had become part of the stabilizing structure of their lives. Losing a marking post 

such as the Circus would unbalance the structure and cause discontinuity. 

"Rule-governance" is particularly obvious in situations where the rules barely contain 

chaos and violence, such as in a football game or a boxing match (C. Bell 153). The examples 

Bell gives are of sports, various kinds of play (including sadomasochism), war, and legal 

proceedings, all of them activities in which there is a potential for chaos. At a Bread & Puppet 

performance there is no real threat of violent chaos, but the red cloth stretched along stakes in the 

ground that designates the circus ring does prevent the unpredictable and often hectic world of 

the circus from spilling out into the audience. Parts of the show are quite meditative and solemn, 

but there are more raucous moments such as the angels and devils stilt extravaganza in the 

summer of 2001, when one particularly adept stilter went pounding around the circus ring at high 

speed dressed all in red fringe. Moments like these do not turn into carnival-esque free-for-aIls 

because of the convention of a physical separation between performance space and audience 
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enough to take some abuse rather than of any sort of hostility towards them. They are treated no 

more roughly than the puppeteers treat themselves.) The puppets are objects, cardboard and 

wood and paper mache and paint, but they become animated, they gain spirits, when they are 

moved. As animated inanimate objects, they are repositories for a kind of life force, and they 

become sacred in that they are something wholly other to our understanding of the possible: they 

are objects with lives and souls. Schumann has written, "What speaks out of a doll's eyes is often 

beyond control" (Schumann, Radicality 8). Schumann's puppets are not just signs, they do more 

than point to something bigger than themselves: they become the point of contact between that 

other world and ours. As an easily recognizable combination of material and spirit, they are the 

perfect representation of a sacred presence in the world. George Dennison wrote of them, "They 

are not effigies, but presences" (Dennison 41). To see them in performance is to see beings that 

are both of this world and of another world, a world of immense power and strange beauty. 

A wonderful example of this marriage of the this-worldly and the other-worldly at Bread 

& Puppet occurred in an act in the summer of 2000. The basic needs of the Circus of the Seven 

Basic Needs changed on a weekly basis, but for several weeks one of them was the Need for 

Goats (see Fig. 3). A population of people (unadorned puppeteers) and a population of cities 

(cardboard cut-out apartment buildings, painted white with black windows that opened so hands 

could come out) fought each other, fell to the ground, and were resurrected by goats. The goats 

entered to the sound of a bell and the whistled tune "Apple Trees in Bloom." They were played 

by single upright puppeteers dressed in burlap with masks.8 Two were flat-footed, and one was 

on four-foot stilts. They danced, and their dance brought the fallen puppeteers back to life. They 

were comic and haunting and beautiful and ridiculous at the same time, like the sacred clowns of 

8 Bread & Puppet's masks have been lumped in with the puppets in this thesis, receiving very little attention on their 
own. They function much like the puppets: as valid performers in their own right, and as points of connection 
between the mundane and the sacred. They are just as beautiful as the puppets, but not as prevalent in performance. 
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myths (the role of myth will be discussed more fully in the following chapter), including 

narratives about the battle between good and evil, but they also talk about politics and the very 

human comedies of daily life. Although the performances can appear to depict a full picture of 

the universe and address the entirety of human experience, this is not exactly the case: 

conspicuously lacking are issues of interpersonal relationships, in which Schumann is not 

interested. By restricting himself to impersonal but common (we might say universal) themes, 

Schumann wants audiences to see and feel what they share. This recognition of commonality is 

itself a kind of communication even if it is never verbalized. Bread & Puppet performances, like 

all performances, are meant to communicate with the audience: in this specific case, the 

performances are meant to communicate a cosmology and a political worldview. The impulse to 

communicate is what drives Bread & Puppet to perform at all. Their performances are never 

meant to exist for the sake of aesthetics alone: each one is meant to communicate some idea to 

the audience and to inspire them to think about that idea when they go home. 

The presence of these six characteristics define a Bread & Puppet performance as a 

ritualized activity. Ritualization (although he never uses this word) is important to Schumann 

because "ritualization is generally a way of engaging some wide"consensus that those acting are 

doing so as a type of natural response to the world conceived and interpreted as affected by 

forces that tf'anscend it.. ." (C. Bell 169). Thus making a given activity ritual-like is a way that a 

group of people make themselves feel that they are responding sensibly to a situation that is 

essentially beyond their control. Similarly, Schumann believes that art must be communal and a 

response to life: "art should not be produced as art, but as response to life; not as expression of 

individuality, but of what is shared with others; and not as luxury, but out of felt need; and not so 

that the products (art works) might be there, but for the sake of doing it" (Brecht 1: 97). Bell's 
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often assisted by others, they are "cooled down" and reenter ordinary life just about 

where they went in. (Schechner, Between Theater 125-6) 

A character actor arrives an hour or two before the show, puts on makeup and costume or 

whatever is required, mentally prepares for the show, and performs; when the show is over, the 

actor returns the costume, removes the makeup, shakes off the performance, and goes home, 

virtually unchanged. Someone performing an initiation rite, on the other hand, is forever changed 

by the performance: a girl becomes a woman, a man becomes a priest. There is no going back to 

the way life was before the performance. These rite effect a transformation in those who perform 

them, while most entertainment theater involves only transportation. 

But the relationship between these two possible processes and actual performances, both 

ritual and theatrical, is much more complicated than first meets the eye. It is not just a matter of 

ritual being transformative and theater being transportive. Some character actors are transformed 

over time through an association with the roles they play (Schechner gives the example of John 

Wayne) (Schechner, Between Theater 126). In an initiation rite, the initiates are transformed, but 

the experienced people officiating the rite are only transported (Schechner, Between Theater 

130). The Ancient Greek dramatic competitions transformed actors and playwrights into winners 

or losers, even though in a given performance most of the performers would only be transported 

(Schechner, Between Theater 134-5). In his own theatrical work, Schechner explains that he tried 

through transportive performances to transform audiences into a temporary community 

(Schechner, Between Theater 148-9), although one wonders if by its very nature as "temporary" 

the community is a product of transportation rather than transformation. He writes that he also 

tried to transform a disparate group into a collective through workshops, and this attempt strikes 
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EFFICACY 

(Ritual) 

results 

link to an absent Other 

abolishes time, symbolic time 

brings Other here 

performer possessed, in trance 

audience participates 

audience believes 

criticism is forbidden 

collective creativity 

ENTERTAINMENT 

(Theatre) 

fun 

only for those here 

emphasizes now 

audience is the Other 

performer knows what he's doing 

audience watches 

audience appreciates 

criticism is encouraged 

individual creativity 

The more attributes a given performance has of the first column, the more it will feel like 

ritual to us; the more it has of the second column, the more it will feel like theater. Efficacy is 

linked to work, it is serious business: efficacious performances are done to get results. It has an 

important communal aspect: audience participation, both physical and mental, is required; 

everyone, not just the star, is responsible for the success of the performance. It has a strong 

otherworldly component: performers are possessed, not themselves; the performance takes place 

in a different kind of time or in "no" time; it establishes a connection with the Other. Schechner 

manages partially to step around the difficult question of whether religion must be involved in an 

efficacious performance by referring to "the Other" rather than to deities or supernatural beings. 

Most rituals are religious, and although he argues that we need to be thinking in terms of 

efficacy/entertainment rather than ritual/theater, it remains the case that most efficacious 
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to 5th century Athenian theater, Elizabethan theater, and possibly, he says, the theater of the late 

20th century. His estimation of the current state of theater in the West (the essay was written in 

1974) gives me hope, although I am not convinced that the theater has fulfilled the potential that 

Schechner saw. Given the example of Bread & Puppet, however, I would agree with Schechner 

that a balance of efficacy and entertainment is the best situation for theater. 

I would like to look at how Bread & Puppet fulfills the characteristics Schechner applies 

to efficacious and entertaining performances to discover where a Bread & Puppet summer 

performance lies along the spectrum, and then ask the question, what results are a Bread & 

Puppet performance trying to effect? Leaving "results" vs. "fun" for last, I am going to work 

down Schechner's list of oppositional characteristics. 

"Link to an absent Other" vs. "only for those here:" as I suggested in the example of the 

procession of the Blue Madonna, the performances are in some way enacted for the puppets -

but not just for the puppets as objects, but rather for the powers and forces that the puppets 

embody. These powers are Other, by which I mean that they are not human, not mundane, not 

quantifiable, and not explainable. They come from outside us and our sphere of understanding 

and control. Sometimes the embodied powers have names: in a Pageant in 1993 called The 

Convention of the Gods, there were puppet gods named Wind, Hope, Progress, Termination, and 

Phobia, and they wore large signs that announced their names to the audience. Sometimes the 

puppets are so rich in visual symbolism and metaphor that their names do nothing to explain why 

they move the audience: the blue horses that danced a samba in the Solomon Grundy Circus are a 

good example. Calling them "the blue horses" does not add to an understanding of why that 

samba was powerful. But the performances are not just for the powers embodied in the puppets, 

they are also for a human audience. Schumann decided in the early 60's that art could be a 
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grasses and flowers and singing. The goal is for the audience to see that if the white birds that 

circle the bonfire at the end of the Pageant feel sacred in some way (see Fig. 10), it is because 

birds themselves are sacred. The message of an immanent Other is emphasized by the materials 

the puppets and masks are made of: it is clear from the audience that they are made of 

inexpensive and easily obtainable materials like paper mache and cardboard, and yet they can 

still embody the spirit of the natural world. 

Not only does Bread & Puppet bring the Other here, but it actively discourages making 

the audience the Other. Most of the structure that makes the audience Other to the performers, or 

the performers and audience Other to each other, is not present at Bread & Puppet. The 

performers, aside from the stilters, are not virtuosic. Anyone who wants to come to a rehearsal or 

two can perform in the show, and during the days of the big Circus, hundreds of volunteers were 

put into the Pageant on the day of the performance. There is no special lighting to distinguish 

performers from spectators, and instead of a raised stage, only a piece of fabric stretched over 

stakes in the ground designates the performance area. This arrangement makes it easy for the 

puppeteers to see the audience, unlike on a proscenium stage with stage lighting where it is 

almost impossible from the stage to see anyone beyond the second row, if that. The audience can 

see "backstage" before the show: in fact they have to as they walk from their cars to 

amphitheatre. Before the circus, audience members watch side shows along with puppeteers who 

do not have a side show that week. After the show, puppeteers are visible cleaning up, wandering 

around, and eating bread. Unlike in conventional Western theater, where an effort is made to 

hide the actors both before and after the show and to disguise all maintenance of the performance 

space, Bread & Puppet makes both the performers and the technical processes of making the 

show accessible to the audience. 
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dramaturges, stage managers - have a stake in what is going on, and all (ideally) are contributing 

to the efficacious action, namely creating a theatrical piece and preparing it for performance. As 

soon as someone comes to watch but not to take part in the events transpiring, the performance 

begins to change from ritual to theater. A religious rite performed for tourists is more theater 

than ritual, even if the performers believe in the efficacy of their actions. When the tourists go 

home and the community performs the rite for itself, it is ritual once again. Schechner has clear 

examples of just this process occurring in Bali: 

At Tenganan we saw the final two days of the annual Abuang. Some of the ceremony 

was public and about fifty tourists joined the villagers to enjoy the afternoon dancing. 

These people were asked to leave by 5 P.M. We were quietly told to remain in the town 

office. Then, after dark, we were taken to different compounds in the village for different 

aspects of the ceremony. We were also allowed to listen to special gamelon [sic] music 

played before dawn. We weren't allowed to photograph, and only a limited amount of 

tape recording was allowed. The daytime ceremonies definitely had the feel of an 

entertainment: outsiders came in, shops were open and doing a brisk business, the dances 

were carefully choreographed to the gamelon music. At night the operation was different: 

each aspect of the ceremony was privatized and done not with an eye to its prettiness but 

to its correctness; time gaps between elements were longer and more irregular; many 

discussions concerning how to do certain things were held, and this delayed the 

ceremonies. The subject matter of the Abuang - if I can use that phrase - is the 

presentation of all the unmarried males to all the unmarried females. The daytime dances 
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audience. "Acting" in a performance of Death of a Salesman includes knowing and 

understanding your character, being emotionally present, and communicating honestly with your 

scene partner; in a Bread & Puppet circus it includes being sensitive to how the puppet wants to 

move, being aware of what the rest of the group is doing, and dancing beautifully on your stilts. 

"Acting" is all the things you do regardless of whether there is an audience or how it is 

responding to you. "Performing" in either genre includes standing where the audience can see 

you, speaking loudly and annunciating so they can hear you, waiting for laughs, addressing the 

audience directly, and clowning. It requires sensing an audience's mood and timing and 

adjusting what you are doing accordingly: it is communication. Both types of behavior are 

necessary for a good show. 

If you were to sit in the audience of a performance of Death of a Salesman, however 

(assuming that it is a fairly traditional interpretation and staging), it would be easy to feel that 

your presence had nothing to do with what the actors are doing. Training in psychological 

realism, the style for which Arthur Miller was writing, is heavy on "acting" as I have defined it 

and attempts to mask the elements of "performing" required. Because of conventional stage 

lighting (bright light concentrated on the actors while the audience sits in darkness), it is easy to 

think that the actors do not even know you are there (and it is somewhat true: actors can sense a 

full house as opposed to an empty or partially full one, but they usually cannot see the audience 

at all). A Bread & Puppet performance of Our Domestic Resurrection Circus or the smaller 

recent shows, on the other hand, is heavy on performing and pretty light on acting. The audience 

is frequently addressed directly, often with political messages; when puppeteers sing they face 

the audience head-on; everyone is in the same mid-afternoon July sunshine; puppets and masks 

rarely communicate with each other onstage, rather they form pictures and situations for the 
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military is bad, doctors are bad, spending money is bad, the media is bad, controlling nature is 

bad, even recorded music is bad. Some of these doctrines are more flexible than others: interns in 

the summer of 2001 would put on CDs while they cooked dinner, but it was a shock to my ears 

(it was the first time I had heard recorded music at Bread & Puppet). But if a puppeteer were 

brave enough to make a sideshow about something good the United States' military had done, no 

one would watch it, or they would be disgusted. If an investment banker were to come to a 

performance, he would do well to keep his mouth shut or be scorned. Usually this narrow

mindedness does not cause a problem because puppeteers and audience alike are a self-selecting 

crowd, and most people who would want to work for Bread & Puppet would already dislike the 

military before arriving (and if they were ignorant of the military's more unsavory conduct, they 

would quickly be educated to the "right" way of thinking). But even though my father is a 

doctor, I felt uncomfortable defending Western medicine to one puppeteer who was complaining 

because a doctor had told her to take some antibiotics for a skin problem and see what happened. 

She called the prescription "bullshit" and decided to go to an herbalist instead. 

"Collective creativity" vs. "individual creativity:" Bread & Puppet's stance here is kind 

of a mixed bag (not to mix metaphors too much). On the one hand, Schumann's role as an 

autocrat cannot be underestimated: he sculpts all of the clay molds for the puppets and masks and 

paints the paper mache once the puppeteers have finished it; he thinks up and directs all of the 

shows, and his style (unless he is directing a particularly experienced puppeteer with whom he 

has been working a long time) is to tell people exactly where to go and how and when. In many 

ways, he is the theater. It is his vision and his artistry. I would be surprised if it continued 

successfully after his death. On the other hand, anyone can propose an act, and if he likes it he 

will direct it and put it into the show. In the summer of 2000 he was away two weeks out of 
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resurrection in his work points to his philosophy that at any time we as human beings can make 

our world what we want it to be, that we do not have to accept the world as it is given to us by 

the governments and the people in power, that we can create our utopia whenever and however 

we want it. At Bread & Puppet the utopia is in walking sleepy-eyed from my tent in the woods to 

the farmhouse on a Vermont July morning to drink coffee and eat sourdough rye bread before 

putting on a straw hat and going out to sit around the sinking picnic table in the backyard to plan 

the day's work - here, as much as in the dance of the blackbirds or the resurrection of the grain 

by the green men and the Blue Madonna. Sitting in the audience, you can feel the life in the art. 

You can see it in the faces of the puppeteers. 

In addition to this creation, there is a transformation in the audience: they are changed by 

the performance. This change, which can last a lifetime or which can be renewed each year, is 

that they are fed. Part of Bread & Puppet's "the Why Cheap Art? manifesto" (see Fig. 8) reads, 

PEOPLE have been TlllNKING too long that ART is a PRIVILEGE of the MUSEUMS 

& the RICH. ART IS NOT BUSINESS!. .. ART IS FOOD. You cant [sic] EAT it BUT it 

FEEDS you .... ART SINGS HALLELUJA! ART IS FOR KITCHENS! ART IS LIKE 

GOOD BREAD! ... HURRAH! 

At the end of the show the audience is given bread both as physical nourishment and as a symbol 

of the emotional and perhaps even spiritual nourishment. It is the assurance that the world can be 

a good and beautiful place and that we have the power to make it so. For an hour or for an entire 

day the audience enters a world better than the one they live in every day. They are shown the 

possibilities of what their own lives can be, but more than that, they are given the knowledge that 
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defined by their content, but by their effect on both the physical and spiritual universe. They 

create something, just as theater creates something, whether it be the salvation of the soul, a good 

relationship with the lwa, a rainfall, the return of the spring, physical beauty, an open channel of 

communication between large groups of people, or an emotional catharsis. 

What I have tried to show is not that Bread & Puppet is just like Catholic mass, 

but rather that Bread & Puppet's summer performances create a better world for the audience as 

well as for the puppeteers through images and gestures, and through their production. The 

creation of something metaphysical through the use of gestures and words is what makes a ritual. 

At Bread & Puppet, the performances are the ritual, and they create one vision of a perfect 

world; but the way that daily life is conducted on the farm and the performances are created is 

another part of that vision. 

As I argued earlier, the performance of a ritual implies a belief and awareness that the 

sacred is in the audience and will respond: at a Bread & Puppet performance this definition is 

complicated by the puppets, who at times seem to embody the sacred who receives the 

performance, but who are also the performers themselves. The dual nature of the puppets, as 

sacred audience and sacred performer, does not detract from their role as witnesses to the ritual. 

As I will argue in the next chapter, the landscape, to which the puppets are intimately connected, 

is also sacred at Bread & Puppet, and the landscape is also witness to the performances. Thus 

even though the sacred does not take the form of a traditional God or gods, it is still present at 

Bread & Puppet to receive and respond to the performances. 
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performs. Myths at Bread & Puppet, then, are the ideals and beliefs about the world that provide 

both the impetus to perform and the material that is communicated through the performance. 

Each culture has its own definition of music and of what distinguishes sacred music from 

secular, including cultures which believe that music is too sensual and worldly to be allowed 

even in secular life, and this plurality makes it difficult to reach any overarching conclusions 

about the use of music in religious practice (Ellingson 164-5). Nevertheless, there are certain 

tendencies we can follow cross-culturally, if not globally. Music is frequently used in ritual as a 

means of demarcating ritual time and space from the mundane: the very presence of music can 

make an event feel special and set apart. Sacred texts are often chanted rather than sung because 

it would be disrespectful to speak a sacred text in an everyday voice. Because singing is a 

heightened form of speaking - Oskar Sohngen calls it an "elevated language of tones" (Sohngen 

8) - it is sometimes considered the only form of language appropriate for addressing the sacred. 

At Bread & Puppet, music is most often used to communicate verbally when spoken language 

would be inappropriate and to communicate with an immanent sacred. 

Myth 

"What we need is very simple: a new world." - Peter Schumann 

There is a conspicuous lack of consensus among scholars as to the definition of myth, but 

Alan Dundes offers a fairly common one: "a sacred narrative explaining how the world and man 

came to be in their present form" (Dundes 1). This definition emphasizes the requisite narrative 

structure of a myth and its cosmogonic function, both of which many scholars would agree to be 
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Campbell's work is also appropriate because art has a place in his understanding of myth. 

In The Power of Myth, he writes that "the artist is the one who communicates myth for today" 

(Campbell 99). He equates the position of the artist in contemporary Western society with that of 

shamans in other societies, as someone who has had an experience the rest of us have not had 

and who communicates that experience to us, who "may translate some of his visions into ritual 

performances for his people" (Campbell 100). I see Schumann working to communicate myths, 

to show others (both puppeteers and audience) his understanding of how the world should be 

through the performances he creates. He believes puppetry to be the only art form appropriate for 

this communication: 

The things, the pictures and sculptures which are the meat of puppetry, ... are ordered by 

a strange ambition, namely: to provide the world with an unfragmented and 

uncontrollably large picture of itself, a picture that only puppetry can draw, a picture 

which praises and attacks at the same time, a theatrum mundi, which includes the desire 

of the world to be what it can be. (Schumann, Old Art 4) 

He is serving what Campbell sees as the shaman's function: having an understanding, a vision, 

of the deeper meaning of the world and communicating that to the community. But Schumann 

not only has a vision of the "unfragmented" world, but also of what the world should be and 

what it wants itself to be. Shamans perform this function through rituals, Schumann does it 

through theater. "To see through the fragments of time to the full power of original being - that 

is a function of art" (Campbell 228). The unified whole residing behind or below the 
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CAMPBELL: People say that what we're all seeking is a meaning for life. I don't think 

that's what we're really seeking. I think that what we're seeking is an experience of being 

alive, so that our life experiences on the purely physical plane will have resonances 

within our own innermost being and reality, so that we actually feel the rapture of being 

alive. That's what it's all finally about, and that's what these clues help us to find within 

ourselves. 

MOYERS: Myths are clues? 

CAMPBELL: Myths are clues to the spiritual potentialities of the human life. 

MOYERS: What we're capable of knowing and experiencing within? 

CAMPBELL: Yes. 

MOYERS: You changed the definition of a myth from the search for meaning to the 

experience of meaning. 

CAMPBELL: Experience of life. The mind has to do with meaning. What's the meaning of 

a flower? .. What's the meaning of the universe? What's the meaning of a flea? It's just 

there. That's it. And your own meaning is that you're just there .... Myth helps to put your 

mind in touch with this experience of being alive. It tells you what the experience is. 

(Campbell 5-6) 

If our only meaning is that we are here, then having a meaningful life means actually living it 

rather than just wandering through it. Myth helps us to live actively and fully by showing us how 

our external experiences are connected to our internal sense of who we are, and how they fit into 

the larger scheme of the cosmos. Eating is not just about putting food into your digestive tract, 

but rather is an act that unifies your internal and external realities and joins you with all life. 
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virtuoso. The performance space is marked off by a band of red fabric and a brightly painted 

school bus. The bread is irregularly shaped, rough peasant bread, bread that Schumann learned to 

bake from his mother, who learned it from "a peasant woman who was our nurse and her friend 

and taught her the old way of bread-baking in Silesia" (Schumann, Bread). 

Another way is through the explicit content of the show. During the opening of the 

Pageant of Our Domestic Resurrection Circus when the puppeteers were circling the Godface 

puppet, they sang the Sacred Harp hymn "Captain Kidd": 

Through all the world below God is seen all around. 

Search hills and valleys through, there He's found. 

The growing of the com, the lily and the thorn, 

The pleasant and forlorn all declare "God is there." 

In the meadows dressed in green, there He's seen. 

See springs of water rise, fountains flow, rivers run. 

The mist below the skies hides the sun. 

Then down the rain doth pour, the ocean it doth roar, 

And dash against the shore, all to praise in their lays 

That God that ne'er declines his designs. 

The sun to my surprise speaks of God as he flies. 

The comets in their blaze give Him praise. 

The shining of the stars, the moon as it appears, 
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your waking and sleeping hours outside creates a very different relationship to nature than just 

seeing it for a few hours a day, or a few hours a week or month, as the case may be. Just as 

people open themselves up to you in layers, so does the natural world. It is impossible not to be 

immediately struck by the graceful beauty of the amphitheater and the pine forest, but falling in 

love with the details and the inconveniences takes longer. After coming home from Vermont, I 

had a hard time falling asleep in my air conditioned room: it was too quiet and too closed. 

When the puppeteers sang "Captain Kidd" at the opening of the Pageant, they were 

addressing several different entities, as I see it: the audience, the Godface puppet, God, and the 

natural world in which God is present. For the aQdience, the song is meant to teach and inspire. 

For the Godface, God, and the natural world, it is worship and praise. The Godface puppet, as a 

manifestation of an immanent God in the form of wood, paper mache, and painted fabric, is both 

more and less than God by virtue of having such a specific form. It is a place where the powers 

of the sacred and of the landscape come together. Singing "Captain Kidd" in the midst of a 

Vermont meadow, processing around a beatific puppet God of blessings whose body is nothing 

more than white cloth painted with giant flowers, is to put your money where your mouth is, so 

to speak. The puppeteers are not only singing that God should be worshipped in all of nature, 

they are using the song to worship God in this form. 

By not only declaring that the sacred is in all of nature but by performing it, Bread & 

Puppet places the audience in the midst of an experience of the sacred: they bring them to sit on 

the grass under the great sky with no sounds except for buzzing insects and crying birds, with 

meadows on one side and forest on the other, and put them in the presence of the puppets, which 

feel like a longed-for proof of the existence of the sacred. The first time I saw the large puppets 

perform in the field, I felt like a six-year-old who had just seen a unicorn: I was seeing 
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paper off the ends. The clay Schumann sculpts with was originally gathered from river banks, 

and is constantly reused. The costume collection is built off of donations. Monetary donations 

are requested at the summer shows, but admission isnever charged. By living "underneath" the 

economy, Bread & Puppet avoids it almost altogether. 

The artistic guidelines - create create create! - are intended to create or awaken the holy 

within each person. The people create the life, but the life also creates the people. This is another 

of Bread & Puppet's myths, that the life of an artist, of a creator, is the most virtuous and useful 

and holy life possible, and that anyone can be an artist. In 1962 Schumann wrote, "Only practice, 

only music, dance, language, image, only the practice of religion can give birth to religion" 

(Schumann qtd. in Brecht 1: 99). A life of making and doing is a religious life, and this is the life 

he has created for himself and which others join when they come to work with the theater. 

Schumann's utopia is a place where people live communally and honestly and make art that is 

necessary. The performances are thus part of the utopia, as art that is created communally and as 

part of life, and also further that utopia by performing it. The performances call to the spirit 

within each member of the audience by asking them to participate in the better world created 

through its performance. Bread & Puppet cannot give the experience of living and working 

communally under the given guidelines to everyone in the audience, but the hope is that they will 

be inspired to take up this life after coming to the farm and seeing the performances. 

This awakening of the holy is also an important function of myth as Campbell 

understands it: "Images of myth are reflections of the spiritual possibilities of everyone of us. 

Through contemplating these we evoke their powers in our own lives" (Campbell 217-8). Each 

of us has a spirit within ourselves whose potential we cannot fulfill until we have gained access 

to it, and this is possible only under the right conditions. Myths create those conditions by 
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many people. The group (even though it is subject to very normal and profane conflicts) comes 

to symbolize the utopian life, and the life with its spiritual potentials becomes a myth. 

Campbell would argue that the process of myth creation is unconscious. We do not know 

how we create the myths that give shape to our lives and our understandings of ourselves, but we 

do it nevertheless. Campbell reached this conclusion after studying the recurring stories and 

motifs of mythology from all over the world: 

CAMPBELL: All over the earth people recognize these images. Whether I'm reading 

Polynesian or Iroquois or Egyptian myths, the images are the same, and they are talking 

about the same problems .... 

MOYERS: And these mythic images are carried forward from generation to generation, 

almost unconsciously. 

CAMPBELL: That's utterly fascinating, because they are speaking about the deep mystery 

of yourself and everything else. It is a mysterium, a mystery, tremendum et fascinans -

tremendous, horrific, because it smashes all of your fixed notions of things, and at the 

same time utterly fascinating, because it's of your own nature and being. (Campbell 38-9) 

This is a wonderful paradox: how do we create something that breaks free from all of our 

preconceptions and stereotypes, so much so that it frightens us? How do we create our own 

mysterium tremendum? We have a mystery within ourselves, perhaps it is even the deepest level 

of ourselves, and it expresses itself in myths which shake us up and simultaneously draw us in 

because we recognize ourselves in them. At Bread & Puppet, these myths manifest themselves in 

the landscape, puppets, and bread. 
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brother-sister flags, that each bear a circular image and text that declares, "Sister Sky," "Brother 

Fire," "Brother Night," "Sister Chair," "Sister Frying Pan," "Brother Mountain." One of the most 

popular posters sold in the museum shop has a picture of a sunflower and reads "Sister Garden." 

In addition to being affected by the mythology of the performances and the life, the land 

is also mythic in its own right. We have already seen the importance for Schumann of the 

landscape, that the Pageants were in a way just an attempt to get the audience to really pay 

attention to the land and the sky and the light. Bread & Puppet accomplished this in part by 

making the landscape an integral part of the performance, and in part by making puppets that 

focus the powers of the land. The Pageants took up an enormous amount of space. The buses that 

marked upstage for the Circus were removed so that the entire area from the amphitheater to the 

circus road could be used. Frequently large puppets or processions would come from a long way 

away and slowly, so that the audience would watch its progress across the meadows for several 

minutes before it actually entered the amphitheater. Puppeteer John Bell wrote of the Pageants, 

While the Sideshows are about the understandable and possibly manageable quirks, 

outrages, and pleasures of daily life, and the puppet Circus is a grand celebration of the 

ridiculous possibilities of the same, the Pageant is much more about the natural world. Or 

rather, the natural world is the largely silent witness and host to what the Pageant 

presents: the follies of "civilized" mankind attempting to be and do more than is possible, 

moral, or just; attempts which, bad and good, end with defeat, and then renewal. The 

vast, epic efforts of humanity in these Pageants are finally outdone by nature itself, not 

only in the form of Mother Earth, the 120-foot-Iong puppet whose embrace carries away 

the puppeteers at the end of the performance, but also in the form of the landscape in 
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Puppets 

" ... puppet theater also exists as a new and daring art form: new, not in the sense of unheard-of 

newness, but in the sense of an uncovered truth that was there all along but was so common it 

couldn't be seen for what it was. " - Peter Schumann 

The puppets are manifestations of the mythic narrative of an immanent sacred. They are 

containers for great forces of life, death, and resurrection, but they are also very much of this 

world. They were sculpted from old river clay mixed with hay, covered in brown paper dipped in 

a mixture of com starch and water, and painted with house paint. There is nothing extraordinary 

in their construction, other than that someone took the time to make them. (Of course, it took a 

brilliant sculptor to conceive of them, but when Schumann talks about cheap art he frequently 

passes over this part of the equation.) They are beautiful, but there are no pretentious puppets. 

They celebrate the beauty of what is all around us rather than the beauty of what is beyond us. 

Often they seem to be anthropomorphizations of the landscape: in their brown-ness, their gentle 

and irregular faces and bodies, their unselfconscious dignity, they are like gods of the land risen 

up out of it. The land and the powers of the land have become concentrated in them, and so when 

they move across the meadow they are like points of intense landscape. 

In the opening ceremony of the Pageants, the Godface puppet that presided over the 

procession and singing of "Captain Kidd" was the appropriate God to receive the song (see Fig. 

1). With straw hair, open arms, and a body made of flower banners, this puppet is an image not 

only of God who is found in all the world (according to the text of the song), but of the world 

itself, an active representation of the myth that God and the world are one and the same. The 

very fact that this God can be represented by materials of this earth is an expression of a theology 
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of the Pageant. One came flying in over the side of the amphitheater in the 2000 Circus of the 

Seven Basic Needs (see Fig. 4). 

Bread & Puppet frequently works with archetypes, an important part of myths. The 

washerwoman character is a good example: she is played by masked female puppeteers wearing 

faded flowered house dresses and half-aprons over a good deal of padding so that they appear 

heavy-set. The mask is oversized and covers the puppeteer's entire head, and is characterized by 

a prominent nose and chin. A kerchief is tied over the mask's "hair" and knotted under the chin. 

There are washerwomen masks of several races, although most of them are Caucasian. They are 

the archetypal maternal, hard working, poor, worn out women of the world, standing for all 

women who have to work too hard for too little money. Their male counterparts are the garbage 

men, who also wear padding under their dingy jumpsuits and full masks. Schumann has said that 

both the washerwomen and the garbage men characters were inspired by the maintenance crew at 

Goddard College. Garbage men used to sit on the outskirts of the big Circus and clean up after 

the acts if necessary: they provided a very human counterpart to whatever craziness was going 

on onstage. Washerwomen get some of the same jobs, but sometimes they are performers in their 

own right: in the summer of 2000 there was a washerwomen dance in the Circus of the Seven 

Basic Needs. It was a beautiful act, because the washerwomen are beautiful. Not refined, not 

elegant, not young - just beautiful. This kind of beauty, which is present in all the puppets, 

including those which are not anthropomorphic, inspires a kind of reverence for the things we 

take for granted everyday. Because archetypes are simplified (or complicated, if you take into 

account all the multiple things they can symbolize) and fit cleanly into a coherent structure for 

understanding the universe, when we see their real-world counterparts we pay more attention to 

them because we see their place in the cosmos. 
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bounding rim of the Buddhist Wheel of Becoming. Mythology pitches the mind beyond 

that rim, to what can be known but not told. (Campbell 163) 

It is not that mythology is the mystery, but that it serves as a springboard from which we can 

launch ourselves into the ineffable mystery of the universe and ourselves. As I have already 

suggested, Schumann's puppets similarly act as a point of contact between our reality and 

another, and we can tentatively call that other reality the "ultimate." Historically puppets, 

effigies, and icons have served as pointers, doorways, or points of contact between the profane 

and the sacred. Victoria Nelson traces the development of Western thinking about puppets and 

other human simulacra and finds that although one of our current understandings of a puppet is 

"as a metaphor of the body alienated from and mastered by its operating mind" (Nelson 30), this 

was not always the case: 

For the devout of the Mediterranean basin, ca. 300 C.E. - and, in a far less acknowledged 

way, still for us as their cultural descendants - these human simulacra with articulated 

limbs (in the fonn of moving, talking statues of gods, philosophers, or deified rulers) 

represented exactly the reverse. They were the point of literal congruence between 

transcendental spirit and physical matter, and thus a great and holy mystery. (Nelson 30) 

The puppets Schumann makes are closer to this earlier idea of what a puppet is, the meeting 

place of spirit and matter. They give us access to the sacred through their very existence. We 

cannot approach the sacred on our own because the distance is too great, Campbell says, but 

myths can act as a bridge because they belong to both this world and the ultimate. They are the 
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The sourdough rye bread that Schumann bakes by hand in the outdoor clay ovens and 

that is given to the audience after the shows serves several functions. One is symbolically to 

make the performance more sustaining than simple entertainment. It is a symbolic attempt to 

fulfill spiritual hunger, and although no one believes that the bread will magically help a hurting 

spirit, being given fresh handmade bread as a gift can help heal wounds inflicted by a society of 

alienation. It can work as an antidote against a culture that says mass-marketing is good, that you 

can make good money selling cheap products of poor quality, and that all good things cost a lot. 

The bread is both an extension and a summation of one of the mythic narratives of the 

performance: that it is possible to make a good life with your hands, free from the enticing snares 

of the economy, a life based on the principles of proximity to origins and respect for the raw 

materials you are handling. There is a small hand mill in the workshop where Schumann or 

anyone else who is not busy grinds the rye berries into flour. The only other ingredients are 

water, salt, and sourdough starter (Schumann, Bread). The outdoor clay bread ovens were made 

by hand (see Fig. 5). Even if the audience does not know all of this, they still know that they are 

being given free food, and that it tastes good, and that it has integrity. The bread itself demands 

attention independent of the circumstances in which it is eaten: "I come from a stretch of land 

where bread meant bread, not the pretext for a hot-dog nor a sponge to clean up sauces with, but 

an honest hunk of grainy, nutty food which had its own strong taste and required a healthy 

amount of chewing" (Schumann, Bread). This is the bread he is still baking, and it is real food 

rather than a side dish. Often lunch for the puppeteers during the week will be salad, soup, and 

bread, and it suffices. 
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medieval Christian drama, and so it is in keeping that he would end his show with communion. 

At the same time, Schumann will use the bread to point to the "ordinariness" of the theater. At 

the Burlington Gay Pride Parade in June 2001, a volunteer asked Schumann what Bread & 

Puppet was, and he replied, "It's a bakery. We bake bread." He brushes aside questions\ about his 

work with the excuse that he does not know anything about theater, he is only a baker. He 

explained to us once over the summer that we wear white to perform because traditionally bakers 

wear white. The tension here between ordinary and extraordinary runs through all of the work 

and is, I believe, one of the reasons why the work is so moving. Both meanings of the bread, 

"just a baker" and communion, are simultaneously true, along with all of the other meanings it 

carries. This multiplicity of meanings makes the bread a good symbol, more complex and 

dynamic than a simple sign or allegory. Because it is so rich a symbol, a loaf of Schumann's 

bread can communicate many of the mythic narratives of Bread & Puppet to us (see Fig. 7). 

Music 

" ... music is one of the rare, wholesome utterances of self, where the self is not only bone 

and brain but an attuned part of a large body of selves, like ourselves and more than 

ourselves ... " - Peter Schumann 

Music is intimately connected with religion. As Ter Ellingson writes in his article on the 

subject in the Encyclopedia of Religion, "In [its] transformative power, music resembles religion 

itself; and when the energies of music and religion are focused on the same object. .. , 
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Circus.) Their repertoire includes "When the Saints Go Marching In," "You Are My Sunshine," 

and "Red River Valley," upbeat standards that give energy to the circus and are familiar to the 

audience. The band rehearses once a week in the New Building. The shows also contain a good 

deal of "noise making:" there is a large collection of junk instruments under the bam tgongs 

made out of old car parts, violins made out of coffee cans, cardboard horns), and these are often 

used to accompany large puppets or groups of puppets. The music they create is improvised and 

eerie, like the music in the cardboard oratorio America that I described briefly in chapter two. 

The vocal music, although occasionally supplemented by Georgian music, the odd song 

by Bertolt Brecht, and various folk songs, is overwhelmingly taken from a songbook called the 

Sacred Harp. Also known as shape note music, because each note in the scale is assigned one of 

four shapes to aid in sight reading, the Sacred Harp singing tradition began in singing schools in 

New England in the eighteenth century but then spread to the South where it is still alive and 

well. It is a cappella music written for four parts, bass, tenor, alto, and treble (although Bread & 

Puppet says "soprano" instead of "treble"), sung at full volume with great gusto and little or no 

regard for "pretty" sounds: "[Sacred Harp singers] make no pretensions to angels' song. They 

speak with pride of 'earthly tones ", (Cobb 2). This is music for everyone to sing, not just the 

privileged few with "nice" voices. At Bread & Puppet no one ever asks if you can sing. They ask 

which part you sing, and hand you some music. There is always a song or two in every summer 

performance, but we also sing each morning after the meeting, both as rehearsal for the shows 

and for the joy of singing. On Wednesday evenings Bread & Puppet also hosts a weekly sing for 

neighbors and puppeteers, which usually last about two or two and a half hours. Although Bread 

& Puppet is not fully within the tradition of Sacred Harp singing, the deeply communal nature of 

Sacred Harp and elements of its history make it the ideal music for the company. 
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The Sacred Harp was first compiled in 1844 by Benjamin Franklin White and RJ. King. 

Since then there have been several revisions, resulting in the Denson, Cooper, and White books, 

which have followings in different areas of the South and mid-West (Cobb 6-7). The songs are 

usually traditional, many of them transcribed for the first time in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries (Cobb 10), although new composers have sprung up among Sacred Harp singers since 

the beginning of the movement. The songs are transcribed with the four shape system of the 

singing schools, and Sacred Harp singers almost always sing a song through once with the 

solmization before singing the words. Sacred Harp survives in the sings that take place on 

Sundays throughout the South, variously weekly, monthly, or annually. People meet for a whole 

day, or occasionally two or three in the case of the large annual sings, to sing from The Sacred 

Harp. Singers arrange themselves in a square according to the part they sing, each side of the 

square devoted to one part, with everyone facing inwards. A leader is chosen from the group for 

each song or set of two songs, and the leader stands in the center of the square and leads the 

group with vigorous up-and-down movements of the right arm to keep time. 

Bread & Puppet does not follow all the conventions of the Sacred Harp sings in the 

southern states. Sings are on Wednesdays rather than Sundays and only last a few hours rather 

than all day. There are only a few people who are competent to lead the group, and so those 

people will lead many songs over the course of an evening, unlike at a traditional sing where 

unless the group is unusually small, each leader can only come before the group once and can 

choose no more than two songs for his or her "lesson" (Cobb 10). But perhaps the largest 

deviation from convention is that Bread & Puppet uses Sacred Harp music in performance. 

Traditionally Sacred Harp is for singers, not for listeners. People gather to sing for the pleasure 
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create our first American music" (Cobb 57). Shape note singing, which denotes not only a 

method of notation but also a style of composition and execution, was a natural product of the 

particular situation of colonial America, and Sacred Harp continues both to spring from and to 

feed the needs of the people who sing it (Cobb 1). This is art made out of necessity and because 

of the healthful effects of making it, and not for the sake of appreciating pretty sounds: 

Schumann would call these the ideal conditions for making art (Schumann qtd. in Brecht 1: 98-

100). It is performance done traditionally without an audience, for its own sake, and it was with a 

desire for this kind of art that Schumann first began his work (Brecht 1: 11). I do not know 

whether Bread & Puppet was first drawn to Sacred Harp because of the history (I think it more 

likely that they were drawn to the aesthetic) but it supports much of their philosophy. 

The aesthetic is arresting enough on its own to catch anyone's attention. Buell Cobb 

describes Sacred Harp as "an emotive and yet a disciplined music, austere and uncompromised" 

(Cobb 1). It is never sentimental or saccharine, even when the text and the music combine in 

emotional peaks. It sounds raw, and can make the hair stand up on the back of your neck. 10 This 

sound comes in part from the singing style, which is as passionate as anything I have ever heard, 

but also from the composition of the music itself. Cobb explains that although Sacred Harp songs 

have been fleshed out with harmony, the original melodies were in modal scales that did not use 

chromatic notes. Modal scales were common centuries ago in the West when harmony was 

rarely (if ever) used, thus songs written in modal scales sound old to us. Modal scales cannot be 

classified as either major or minor, but seem to change from one to the other at a moment's 

notice. Many songs in The Sacred Harp are notated as minor (a scale which uses a minor third, 

sixth, and seventh), but in fact are written in the Dorian scale, which uses a minor third and 

10 The best way to hear Sacred Harp singing is live, but Alan Lomax's recording of a Sacred Harp sing in Fyffe, 
Alabama in 1959 as part of his Southern Journey series is quite remarkable. 
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And if they were able to verbalize their musical preferences, most of the "fasola" people 

would probably still subscribe to the sentiment expressed by Johannes de Muris in the 

fourteenth century, that "the Octave, the Fifth, and the Fourth" have "a nobler effect on 

the human mind than the Third and Sixth ... not to mention the rest of the intervals." 

(Cobb 36) 

Cobb describes the third as "a relatively modem development in the history of harmony" (Cobb 

35). Although to contemporary ears the third sounds lovely (it is the basis for most of twentieth 

century pop harmony - just listen to the Everly Brothers), it was regarded as dissonant through 

the Middle Ages (Cobb 35). By avoiding the third, Sacred Harp is returning to a much older 

understanding of harmony. The absence of the third also contributes to the "neither major nor 

minor" feeling of the songs, since it is the third which determines whether a chord is major or 

minor. 

Sacred Harp music shares an aesthetic with the puppets of Bread & Puppet: beautiful but 

not sentimental, disciplined but rough, chaotic but not out of control. Refinement in either the 

music or the puppets would take the soul out of them, but there is nothing immature about them. 

In both this singing and this puppetry, there is a celebration simultaneously of the individual and 

of the community, of the individual deviations, distinctions, strengths and weaknesses that give 

texture and flexible strength to a group. Sacred Harp fits at Bread & Puppet because it advocates 

dynamic community, not lock-step compliance. No two puppets are alike in their appearance and 

behavior, and when animated by different puppeteers they take on different qualities. Similarly 

when there is large group choreography, there is always room for individual variation. 

Sometimes this looseness gives the shows an unrehearsed quality, but it is an intentional choice; 
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in a few Primitive Baptist congregations (Cobb 20). Meetings often open and close with a prayer, 

and in rural areas they take place in the church (the only. building large enough to accommodate 

the crowd), but they are not conflated with religious services. The Sacred Harp was consciously 

designed to be interdenominational (perhaps, Cobb suggests, causing the book to be too general 

for the use of any specific church), and the texts do not support the dogma of anyone 

denomination (Cobb 21). 

The use of this music, then, allows Bread & Puppet to express religious sentiments 

without aligning itself with a particular tradition. Although Sacred Harp comes out of a Christian 

tradition, Bread & Puppet tends to avoid the songs with texts about Jesus, choosing instead the 

texts that speak to a broader understanding of God. They remain undoubtedly Christian, but they 

share Bread & Puppet's mixture of Christianity (with symbols such as the Madonna) and 

paganism or animism. "Captain Kidd," one verse of which I have given previously, and 

"Garden," a Bread & Puppet standard, illustrate this combination particularly well (the original 

text by Isaac Watts refers to God as "He," but Bread & Puppet sings "She" instead): 

God from Her cloudy cistern pours 

On the parch'd earth enriching show'rs; 

The grove, the garden, and the field 

A thousand joyful blessings yield. 

She gives us bread for daily need, 
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songs should be given serious attention. I I "Africa" (one of my favorites) was used in several 

performances in the summer of 2001 (music by William Billings, 1770; lyrics by Isaac Watts, 

1709): 

Now shall my inward joys arise, 

And burst into a song. 

Almighty love inspires my heart, 

And pleasure tunes my tongue. 

God, on His thirsty Zion's hill, 

Some mercy drops has thrown; 

And solemn oaths have bound his love 

To show'r salvation down. 

Why do we then indulge our fears, 

Suspicions and complaints? 

Is He a God, and shall His grace 

Grow weary of His saints? 

As moving as these lyrics are, nothing prepares you either to hear or to sing this song, 

which is one of the most joyful things I have ever heard or participated in. It regularly brought 

tears to my eyes while I was singing it, and still does when I can find a recording of it. This 

II A caveat: the choice of music for the shows is not as tidy and intentional as I may have made it sound. Elka, not 
Schumann, teaches the music, and he is restricted by what the group has learned. Experienced puppeteers have a 
large repertoire, but most of the interns are coming to the music for the first time. Sometimes a song seems to be 
chosen for its musical qualities, other times for its text, and other times because it is the only song we have learned. 
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qtd. in Brecht 1: 100). Music, if it is the right music made in the right way, can make a life 

religious, spiritual, intentional and fully experienced. Campbell wrote that we are searching for 

an experience of life, and Schumann understands music as one way to have that experience: "a 

really chosen and really real life." A really real life is a life that is fully lived, not filtered or 

diverted, but a life in which you come into full contact with that life and everything in it: that 

means that you allow your inward joys to arise and burst into a song, that you allow almighty 

love to inspire your heart and pleasure to tune your tongue. It is a matter not of finding the 

experience but of opening yourself to it. 

Art can be a means of talking about this experience, but more importantly it can be a way 

of having this experience. Singing "Africa" can create the experience that the text describes: now 

shall my inward joys arise, right now in this very moment as I sing this song. Almighty love 

inspires my heart as I say the words, and the pleasure of being alive in this moment tunes my 

tongue. Much as Bread & Puppet creates its vision of the world by performing it, singing 

"Africa" creates the state it describes. This quality is not exclusive to Sacred Harp singing, but it 

is certainly characteristic of it. Both the lyrics and the music are intensely emotional, and 

because the music was intended for singers rather than for listeners, it is often the singers who 

have the most emotional experiences of it. I do not mean to say that listeners are excluded from 

the emotional experience - if they were, Bread & Puppet would not use Sacred Harp in 

performance, and in fact Sacred Harp is wondrously moving to listen to - but that the full 

experience necessitates sitting in the middle of a group and singing with everyone around you. 

Singing is an important part of the daily life on the Bread & Puppet farm over the 

summer, so much so that it overshadows the use of music in performance. Perhaps I was struck 

by this more than someone else would be, because I love to sing, but it seemed to me that daily 
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expands upon in The Old Art of Puppetry in the New World Order. "The radicality of the puppet 

theater includes a redefinition of language as not merely a tool of convenient communication .... 

The puppets need silence, and their silences are an outspoken part of their language" (Schumann, 

Radicality 5). Schumann demands that we respect language just as he demands we respect 

objects, that we come to them in the spirit of a fruitful encounter and not to use them simply as a 

means to our ends. He sees puppetry as the ideal rebellion against the excessive use and 

subsequent misuse of language, because puppets are necessarily mute. 

I repeat: puppet theater has a talent to manage without language! It actually seems to 

prefer the absence of speech .... The participation of puppetry in an inarticulate or barely 

articulate and therefore not at every moment newly defined world is like membership in a 

world order which was not invented by Mr. Columbus and is the exact opposite of Mr. 

Bush's New World Order. (Schumann, Old Art 2, 4) 

Schumann sees language as tainted by the dirty uses to which it has been put, particularly by the 

American government, and secondarily by any other advocates of capitalism. If we are going to 

·use language, we have to do it very carefully. Puppets, he writes, are the ones best suited to the 

task of rediscovering, as it were, how we can use language: 

Puppet language is more than an instrument of fine-tuned information. It is an experiment 

which strips words and sentences of their secondary fashionable contexts and condenses 

quantities of habitual gossip into singular terms . ... [Their] vocabulary is not academically 

learned or extracted from everyday uses of language, but shows an ongoing struggle to 
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So music absolutely should not act out the voice of the puppets, because that would mean using 

music, putting it in the service of the puppets rather than simply letting it be. I stand by my 

statement, however, that Sacred Harp is the sound partner of the puppets. I do not mean that they 

are equivalent, but that they do not conflict with each other, that they go together. They share a 

similar spirit but express it in different media. 

They are also expressive of a similar theology. I have already argued that by acting as a 

point of contact between the secular and the sacred while being made of the humblest of 

materials, the puppets are manifestations of a theology of immanence, of the sacred in all things. 

Through not only its text but also its composition, Sacred Harp is making the same argument. 

Lois Ibsen al Faruqi has a particularly helpful insight into the effect on music of an emphasis on 

the transcendence of the sacred versus the immanence of the sacred: she writes of Koranic and 

Gregorian chant, 

The religious experience for Muslims and early Christians was meant to draw the 

worshiper away from this world in order to concentrate on another, spiritual realm. Music 

could better support this desire if it contributed little or nothing to dramatic/programmatic 

content or tone painting imitating the objects, events, ideas or feelings of this world. (al 

Faruqi 28) 

Religious music for these two transcendent traditions, therefore, consisted of a single chanted 

line with steady progressions along a scale rather than large melodic leaps, a limited melodic and 

dynamic range, relaxed tempos, and a lack of a strong beat. These characteristics were 

"conducive to an attitude of contemplation and departure from worldly involvement" (al Faruqi 
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into the increasing dusk; when a dozen puppeteers run into the field carrying the Godface puppet 

on its back and then raise it, and it turns slowly, blessing the audience and the landscape with its 

gaze and open arms, while several hundred puppeteers and volunteers sing "Captain Kidd"; 

when dancing goats resurrect fallen puppeteers. These moments may have political significance, 

but the politics do not make us feel like our lungs are going to burst. Myths show us that we 

belong to something, and they show us what that something is - show us, because they cannot 

tell us, because it is beyond telling. When we feel that we belong, that the same stuff that is 

inside us is also in front of us and all around us, our hearts leap to join the greater currents 

pulsing through everything we see and feel. That is why 30,000 people came year after year to 

Glover, Vermont. The politics are interesting, and I do not doubt that audience members were 

telling the truth when they said they came to learn about politics, but you can learn about politics 

by reading the newspaper. Maybe for some audience members what mattered was being part of a 

large group of people who all agree ideologically and feel that they are working together to better 

the world, but in this case it is the shared purpose that is powerful and not necessarily the 

specific cause. They might not be able to put a name to what draws them, so politics is 

something concrete to latch on to, but more fundamental than that by far is the pull of belonging. 

As for music, its ability to simultaneously access and express emotion cannot be 

underestimated. Music has a unique ability to reach emotions that await only a touch to open, 

and once they have opened and are flooding you, music is the only channel strong enough to 

express them. As long as they are expressed, they continue to live: if they are denied expression, 

they will simply Schumann out. The emotions that music reaches can sometimes be so 

overwhelming and feel so close to our core that we cannot believe they really come from us: they 

are too powerful, they pull at us too much. Here again is the paradox Campbell describes about 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion: a Manifesto 

"We want you to understand that theatre is not yet an establishedform, not the place of 

commerce that you think it is, where you pay and get something. Theatre is different. It is more 

like bread, more like a necessity. Theatre is a form of religion. It is fun. " - Peter Schumann 

In her book The Secret Life of Puppets, Victoria Nelson argues that since the sixteenth 

century the West has become firmly entrenched in a rationalist empiricist mindset that denies the 

existence of anything that cannot be quantitatively detected or rationalized according to the laws 

of modem science. If we cut up a flower, we find the material bits and pieces of the flower: 

petals, stem, roots, leaves, pistils, stamens, pollen. If we look at these pieces under a microscope, 

we will find various kinds of cells made up of recognizable molecules, which are in tum made up 

of atoms, of protons and neutrons and electrons, and these are made up of quarks. Nowhere in 

this flower do we find evidence of the sacred, and so, the rational empirically-minded scientist 

declares, there is no sacred in the flower. Some will say that the existence of such a complex 

system is evidence of a transcendent creator, but there is more proof that the system evolved 

according to Darwin's laws of natural selection. 

When everything from a flower to the Big Bang can be accounted for without the 

presence of divinity (although no one really knows how matter came to be, nor why the Big 

Bang occurred how and when it did, suggesting to some that there is still a space for God in the 

universe), when for all our new knowledge we have devised no way of proving the sacred, when 
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belief in a religious structure. Huston Smith has written a book, entitled Why Religion Matters, to 

defend what he calls the "traditional" worldview against the modem and postmodern 

worldviews, which, he says, gave us science and social awareness, but are incompetent at 

handling religion. Metaphysics, he argues, dropped out when science took over, and we have 

been suffering ever since. He oversimplifies the issue, and I disagree with him that 

postmodernism has nothing to offer to religion, but his observation is not entirely unfounded: the 

twentieth century produced more angst and alienation than anyone century should have to bear, 

and instead of turning to religion, many turned away from it. 

Academia has become particularly suspicious of religion and its practitioners. In 

medieval Europe, theology was the loftiest, most prestigious academic subject one could study, 

but in 2002 there are many educated people who hold that one cannot be intelligent and believe 

in God at the same time: any rational person would clearly see that God cannot and so does not 

exist. Faith is a lack of reason. Religion is a crutch. Although this opinion is not confined to 

academia, it is more often found among people who have passed through (or are still in) an 

academic institution, or who have the wherewithal to read Nietzsche and the existentialists on 

their own. This trend can lead us to the false conclusion that only uneducated people are 

religious because educated people know better. Not only is this conclusion not born out in 

practice, but it is damaging. It both creates an obstacle of potential shame for anyone who might 

be interested in practicing religion in an academic setting, and breeds contempt for the "little 

people" who are stuck in their wrong thinking about the world and will never know the true 

nature of things. But Nelson offers a call (in terms particularly relevant to this thesis) to 

rediscover a connection to the sacred without getting rid of science: 
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the rule rather than the exception around the world. Atheist societies are ones in which religion 

was removed by the government's political orientation. Human beings are drawn to religion, for 

whatever reason, and when we distance ourselves from religion as if from an embarrassing 

relative we lose part of ourselves. 

So the question becomes, what do we do for people who (like me) were raised secular or 

who for whatever reason have become estranged from the religion in which they were raised? 

This is the question I hoped to answer through this exploration of Bread & Puppet. Can those of 

us who do not have religion have theater instead? Thirty years ago Polish director Jerzy 

Grotowski wrote that in light of the (as he saw it) inevitable decline of religion, theater would 

have to step up to the plate and create a secular sacred, something that would satisfy our longing 

for the holy without the meaningless theology and institutional claptrap that was driving people 

away from the Church. Religion is not in decline, but is there any reason why theater should not 

still be concerned with the sacred? 

I do not mean that all theater makers have an instant obligation to drop whatever they are 

currently pursuing and instead turn to "serious" work - how dreary. But we do need more groups 

making theater like Bread & Puppet is making, theater that puts the audience in contact with the 

sacred. Not all theater makers need to do this, but more of them should. It is important for the 

health of all people that they have an experience of something bigger than themselves, by 

whatever name they want to call it: oneness, life, God, spirit, community, beauty, whatever name 

makes sense to them and allows them to be comfortable. Knowing that we are a part of 

something, that we fit into the world, gives us strength and a sense of meaning (Smith 26); 

without this knowledge, the emotional history of the twentieth century seems to suggest, we just 

are not happy. We feel lousy. If theater can give someone a sense of context, of fitting into 
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it to be. Schumann's powerful vision that we need a new world and because we need it so badly 

it must be possible (Schumann, Old Art 6) is, I believe, one of the main reasons that the 

performances are as sustenance-filled as they are: This message may not be what other theater 

makers are interested in saying, but they can still draw on the idea of efficacity in making their 

art. At the same time as efficacity is crucial, so is entertainment. At Bread & Puppet the presence 

of the sacred in the puppets and the landscape, audience participation and belief, collective 

creation, and the creation of a utopia through performance are balanced by the audience that just 

watches and enjoys, the appreciation of the artistry of the shows (the puppets, the music, the stilt 

walking), the political commentary, Schumann's role as individual creator as well as the 

moments of individual creativity from other puppeteers, and the fun in the shows. The shows are 

fun. The blue horse samba is part archetypal cave-painting horses dancing and part really great 

drumming. A solemn moment will be followed by a funny moment. Bread & Puppet knows how 

to put together a good show, and it knows how to feed you: the two must go together. A good 

message without a good show is just as unsatisfying as a good show without a good message. 

How these message are communicated is another important and distinctive feature of 

Bread & Puppet. Text and language are largely by-passed: communication is visual and musical. 

The puppets, the landscape, and the music communicate meaning, rather than a scripted text, 

which is the starting point of so much contemporary American theater. Audiences are 

accustomed to analyzing text as pure intellectual meaning, but Schumann's puppets and music 

hit audiences in the gut, in an emotional place before intellectual analysis. Sacred Harp singing 

and the Godface puppet are expressive in a way that plain words cannot be. No amount of 

writing I could do would convey the singing of "Captain Kidd" around the Godface at the 

opening of the Pageant. 
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disband. They live in different parts of the city, have other jobs to support themselves and their 

families financially, and have no more than a passing artistic commitment to the project. Of 

course there are exceptions, but very few theater artists devote themselves, even for a few years, 

entirely to one group and one continuing body of work. 

Connection to place makes Bread & Puppet's work powerful and sets them apart from 

other theater makers who are often forced for financial reasons to rehearse wherever they can 

and rent a performance space wherever they can, and barely have time to load in the set before 

performances begin. When the run is over, so is their relationship to the space. Bread & Puppet 

has been performing in the same amphitheater for nearly thirty years. What is applicable here to 

other theatrical projects is not necessarily outdoors performance in the country (although I 

happen to love it personally), but connection and relationship with place. Landscape is both a 

major artistic component and theme in Bread & Puppet's work, but not all theater artists can 

adopt this, nor would they want to. Some theaters have different messages, and they might 

belong in the city. Actual location is irrelevant: to know and love the place where you are 

making theater, to have a place that is home, affects the how the work is created and how it is 

received. Many people would say, "Well, I love New York City," and that is a first step, but it is 

not specific enough. To have a building or a park where you do all your work means that not 

only are you confident and comfortable there, but your audience knows where to find you. They 

connect the performances they have seen with the space in which they have seen them, and all of 

a sudden that building or park or whatever is relevant not only to the artists but to the audience. 

The audience knows that this is a place where art happens. Art begins to change from something 

superfluous to a functioning part of a community, and as part of a community it can begin to tell 

the stories important to that community and have a purpose. It can be efficacious. 
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sacred go hand in hand. It is the combined efforts of the green men and the singers that resurrect 

the grain, and when the grain rises from the ground we see that resurrection is possible, that life 

is stronger than death. 

These are mythic themes, ideas that myths are created to help us understand. These 

stories must be told by mythic characters, archetypes, by figures large enough to completely 

embody a theme. In 1993, the Pageant that ended the Domestic Resurrection Circus was titled 

The Convention o/the Gods. The gods were Hope, Wind, Progress, Termination, and Phobia, all 

played by eighteen-foot puppets surrounded by a team of operators and a chorus of costumed 

puppeteers with instruments. The gods were there mainly to observe while performers' dressed all 

in black with removable big pink paper mache heads (known at Bread & Puppet as "Immigration 

Officers") destroyed a chorus of pink paper mache population puppets by cutting them away 

from their puppeteers. Schumann said the Pageant was "about Sarajevo, more or less" 

(Schumann, quoted in J. Bell, Landscape 18). Here is another example of the political 

mythologized and turned into a statement about the condition of the whole world. The players in 

this world are not human, although the story of Sarajevo is certainly about human beings. The 

story is told by giant puppets, by strange almost subhuman figures with removable heads, and by 

paper mache relief sculpture. By telling the story with puppets rather than with individual actors, 

the narrative takes on a universal quality: the population puppets stand for all of us. 

But there is something troubling about the "universality" of these mythic stories: 

postmodernism has exposed "universal narratives" as nothing more than the narratives of those 

in power, and as potentially doing violence to those whose voices they do not represent. What 

meaning would one of Schumann's shows have for a poor black woman in North Philadelphia? 

There are no black puppeteers in the company, although it has often included Latinos. One could 
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Speaking as a financially secure white woman from a suburb of Philadelphia, I do not 

know if there are human universals, but I believe that we should strive to find them. The 

worldwide presence of myth suggests to me a longing for the universals that myth necessarily 

expresses (or attempts to express). Great works of art are those that speak to many people's 

experience although the author is an individual and creating from individual experience. Denying 

the existence of all universals seriously weakens any artistic endeavor. If I can only speak for 

myself, and if no one else can hear me in any way at all because of our different experiences, 

then why bother to speak? But if I can say something that lies deep in the hearts of others, if I 

can tell a story that awakens this something from its slumber, then I will be doing the world a 

service. 

This brings me to a question that is difficult for me as an actor: will human beings always 

be too small to tell these mythic stories on their own? Bread & Puppet's work seems to support 

the conclusion that people are simply too ordinary and too limited to perform this kind of theater. 

No human being could ever, ever play Mother Earth as well as the giant puppet that comes to set 

fire to Evil and carry the puppeteers away over the hills as night falls. It is impossible. No human 

being can playa god as well as a puppet can, because a human being is always human, whereas a 

puppet is something else altogether, possibly a god, possibly a heap of wood and cloth and paper 

mache. Even a mask is bigger than a human being. In the 1994 Pageant there was a story of teeth 

masks and grain. The teeth masks were (or rather, are - they are still around) plain masks made 

out of cardboard and painted white. They fit just over the puppeteers face with cut-out eyeholes, 

but where the mouth should be each one says "TEETH." At one point in the 1994 Pageant each 

teeth mask put on a pair of wings and flew toward the grain. The puppeteers were not so 

disguised as to be unrecognizable as humans, but they were raised to the level of myth by the 
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on video, which is always a reduced way to experience theater, but accounts I have heard and 

read sound like my experience of Bread & Puppet: this is theater that feeds people. 

These two companies have several characteristics in common with Bread & Puppet: 

because of government subsidies, they are able to devote more of their time than American 

theater artists can to the work that they believe in, thus there is a greater connection between 

their art and their life; they tell myths about how they see the world; they have strong artistic 

leaders (although I do not fully understand whether the presence of a visionary director is a 

prerequisite for extraordinary theater); and both companies have a fixed location, the Laboratory 

Theater in the Old Market Square in Wroclaw, the Theatre du Soleil in the Cartoucherie, a 

converted munitions factory, in Vincennes. Although these two companies and Bread & Puppet 

have radically different aesthetics, all rely heavily on visual images. The Theatre du Soleil also 

uses music extensively in their productions. In their latest show, Tambours sur la Digue, the 

drums were almost a character unto themselves, and the performance concluded with forty-five 

minutes of drumming by the company. 

That these two companies, the Theatre du Soleil and the Laboratory Theater, can make 

theater that is as fulfilling as Bread & Puppet's but do it with actors gives me great hope. At the 

same time as I look to these companies for inspiration, I also recognize that nothing I create will 

ever be the same as Bread & Puppet. There is something about the place and the art that I will 

always long for, even though I know it is not my place. I will find something else, but at least 

now I know what I am looking for: if we can balance efficacy with entertainment, discover 

which myths we want to tell, and find the courage and means to tell them, then we can make 

theater that feeds us, that is like bread, theater that sings halleluja. 
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Fig. 2: the Blue Madonna coming to resurrect the grain in The Need to Plant. The 
Circus a/the Seven Basic Needs. July 2000. Photograph by Linda Yardney. 
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Fig. 5: Peter's bread oven by the Museum. This is the smaller oven used for baking 
during the week for the puppeteers. Summer 2000. Photograph by the author. 

Fig. 6: Rehearsal in the amphitheater. Summer 2000. Photograph by the author. 
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the WHY CHEAP ART? manHesto 
PEOPLE have been THINKING too long that 
ART is a .PRIVILEGE of the MUSEUMS &: the 
RICH. ART IS NOT BUSINESS ! 
It does not belong to banks & fancy investors 
. ART IS FOOD • You cant EAT it BUT it FEEDS 
you. ART hal to be CHEAP &: available to 
EVERYBODY. It need. to be EVERYWHERE 
because it is the INSIDE of the 
WORLD. 
ART SOOTHES PAIN I 
Art wakes up sleepers! 
ART FIGHTS AGAINST WAR& STUPIDITY I 
ART SINGS HALLELUJA I 
ART IS FOR KITCHENS I 

ART IS LIKE GOOD BREADI 
Art .. Uk. peea 11' ... 1 
Art is like white clouds in blue Sky I 

ART IS CHEAP! • 
Bread" Puppet Glover, Vermont, 1984 

Fig. 8: the "Why Cheap Art? Manifesto" published by Bread & Puppet. 
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Fig. 11: The burning Mammon. Our Domestic Resurrection Circus Pageant. 1993. 
Photograph by Ron Simon. In J. Bell, Landscape. 
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regardless of how beautifully he plays. He may still - suffering, pained, sorrowing for flamenco 
- be a genuine musician. But he is no longer a flamenco player in the grandeur of flamenco. He 
too can put something very beautiful and very valuable into the world, but he too can no longer 
help it, cannot live with it according to its demands. 

Only the Ordinary Human Being can do that, the individual who is not protected by any 
particular love or by an age other than his own, who is forced to make a music that is necessary -
not only personally necessary, but the unique music resuming the age, possible in the age, the 
one kind of music that might help. 

1 intend nothing pompous by this. Nor am 1 calling for a muse lightening the leisure time 
of the working class - though 1 like it better than that self-grafted, self-beautiful muse that has 
made connection with the modem banking establishment. Every age, every present, has to find 
its music, its solution, no matter what, but in any event not politics or games, culture mongering 
or anything like that, but music, spirit, dance, language, image, religion, a norm, a law, a 
potential: its own structure and order, a salvation that can be achieved only in specific terms, out 
of this age, this present, a simple inwardness capable of life so that it can be of help in the 
external world. 

This, 1 think, is clear. 1 know what fashion and philosophy have to say concerning it. 1 
know this cherished ideal of a science able to milk everything, to spell out the detail of 
everything, to piece together anything. 1 have no answer for students. One can study anything. 

1 am speaking of a big opportunity and a real one - though it's not something that can be 
achieved routinely. That's why 1 prefer to put it this way: it has almost begun to come into being. 
A big effort might bring it into being. 1 mean our real "folklore", the practice of a possible 
spiritual genuine life. Its practive: for an order is never born from mere spirituality, from the 
circumlocution of something or from any interpretation, no matter how true. Only practice, only 
music, dance, language, image, only the practice of religion can give birth to religion. 

For many this will sound like an attempt to save the honor of art - just an artistic idea. 1 
am not going to try to correct that impression. 1 don't want by their own body to demonstrate to 
anybody who does not have the longing for it - and where is such a person, with such a longing, 
to be found anyway?! - what dance is: this primary, everyday, wasted capacity. And 1 have no 
desire to sharpen the eyes and ears of anybody who does not yearn for this so that their eyes and 
ears might regain their conscience, might acquire power. 1 am not speaking of art at all. For "art" 
refers to the same secondary state intended by the concept of folklore. Whatever else it refers to, 
"art" refers to a product pacified before it has come into existence, to the art work, a thing by 
tradition enshrouded in love, capture to serve a particular, exclusively personal function, a thing 
that to historians registers an absurd value, absurd because not projected into reality. 1 am 
speaking of the chaos that is rich in mercies, of life in the rough, of the reality-worked-into-life 
attaching to the old festivities. 1 am speaking of joy ("die Freude"). All that is spiritual is made of 
joy. What 1 am saying is that without such means as dance and music a really chosen and really 
real life is not possible. The opportunity that 1 am speaking of makes me shudder perceiving it. It 
devours all, admits of no superfluity, disallows Bach and Beethoven, Luther and Rilke, permits 
only one thing, the Whole, the Something in which all the mercies of old might come to life 
again. (I am not saying to stop reading Rilke, not to listen to Bach anymore.) The art of folklore 
now achievable by us, the great improvisation, has no need to borrow from the past. But it has a 
thousand relationships of love, it knows the oldest times. It comes from the place in which at any 
time a melody has been meaningful. 

The manifesto, the imperative, that follows from this goes like this: 
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