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Abstract

The study focuses on the transformation of traditional puppet characters within the
cultural space of Central Europe, with particular attention to the Slovenian context. It
analyses the ideological, aesthetic and social implications of these changes. Challenging
the linear narrative of cultural evaolution, the author instead highlights the loss of the
carnivalesgue principle - marked by grotesgueness, ambivalence and subversion - as a
critical cultural shift. Through a comparative lens on the Czech KaSpdrek and Slovenian
figures such as Gaspercek, Jurcek and Pavliha, the study reveals how ideological pressures
and the absence of historical continuity led to the infantilisation and neutralisation
of these characters' critical potential. The text emphasises that these figures are not
merely forms of entertainment but function as cultural archetypes that mediate memory,
identity and resistance. Ultimately, the study argues that tradition cannot be replaced by
formal construction and that aesthetic domestication is symptomatic of a deeper societal
transformation.
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Central Europe as an “Identity” Concept

Central Europe represents a conceptually ambivalent and dynamically shifting entity
whose definition fluctuates between geographic localisation, historical experience
and cultural-political identity. This region, shaped by the interaction of diverse ethnic,
linguistic and religious communities, has for centuries existed in tension between the
hegemonic powers of the West and the East. The geographic in-betweenness is also
reflected in the perception and characterisation of Central Europe - a community of
nations that, on the one hand, present themselves as part of the Western world, while
on the other hand exhibit distinct Eastern features. These features are, in certain
cultural contexts, associated with the Slavic cultural sphere, as seen in the cases of
the Czech Republic, Poland, Slovenia, Croatia and Slovakia, or with a long history of
mutual cultural influence observable even among nations such as the Hungarians
and Romanians. If we were to employ a metaphorical or literary mode of expression,
this expressive and cultural space could be viewed as a tension between comedy and
tragedy. It is precisely within this ambiguous zone - one that defies clear genre or
ideological categorisation - that what is often, though problematically, referred to as
the grotesque is born. The grotesque here functions not as a fixed aesthetic term but
as a dynamic field of meaning, in which irony, absurdity and existential unease engage
in constant dialogue with the historical and cultural context. Within this framework,
puppetry is not merely a form of folk art but serves as a significant mediating tool for
ideological, social and cultural reflection - one that caricatures, identifies and portrays
the characteristics of this in-between space. A key question emerges: How did puppet
theatre and its central figures contribute to shaping the collective identities of small
Central European nations? And to what extent can its analysis help us understand the
mechanisms of cultural adaptation and resistance within constantly shifting power
structures? Ultimately, how can this “grotesque” space and its uniqueness within
Europe be defined?
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The term “Central Europe” resists precise definition, lying at the intersection of
geographic, historical-political and cultural interpretations. For centuries, this
space has been characterised by the coexistence of various ethnic groups and
smaller nations, whose cultural traditions and languages often stood in opposition
to dominant Germanic, Romance or Uralic influences. In his essay The Kidnapped
West: The Tragedy of Central Europe, Milan Kundera posed the question of what it
means to be a small nation: “A small nation is one whose very existence may be put
in question at any moment; a small nation can disappear, and it knows it. The French,
the Russians, and the English have never known the doubts that haunt a small nation:
Will we still be here tomorrow?” (Kundera 51)

This in-betweenness is further echoed in literature, as Kundera suggests. Musil’s The
Man Without Qualities portrays a euphoric society oblivious to its impending collapse;
Ha$ek’s The Good Soldier Svejk presents feigned stupidity as the final refuge of
freedom; Kafka’s novels describe worlds without memory, existing outside historical
time. According to Kundera, all major works of Central European literature - from the
20% century to the present - may be seen as a prolonged meditation on the possible
end of European humanism. This literary reflection has given rise to a phenomenon of
cultural polyphony, wherein elements of shared historical experience intersect with
persistent tensions and discontinuities (Kundera 51).

Puppetry played a particular, albeit marginal, role in this process - not only entertaining
but also educating and subverting. In traditional Central European puppet theatre, we
find a strong tendency towards ironic and grotesque stylisation of social reality. Key
characters like KasSparek, Pimprle,! Kasperl or Vitéz Laszl6 functioned as allegorical
figures, capable of reflecting contemporary political conditions and satirising
institutional hierarchies. Puppet theatre thus became a powerful tool of collective
imagination, projecting national identity constructs. Its performative nature allowed
protagonists to constantly shift roles, characters, languages and even gender to adapt
to changing audiences or power structures. Figures such as Kasparek or Pimprle are
not merely comedic archetypes but complex metaphors for the adaptability of Central
European nations in times of historical instability.

Central European puppetry shared a common repertoire of archetypal Western European
figures - Punch (England), Pulcinella (Italy), Guignol (France), Kasperle (Germany) -
which were then localised into specific cultural contexts: Kasparek in the Czech lands,

1 Pimprle is a traditional figure in Czech and Moravian folk puppet theatre, often regarded as a regional counterpart to
Kasparek. The term “pimprle” derives from the German Pimperle, referring to a small hand puppet. In the Czech context, the
character is documented as early as the 18" century, during the rise of itinerant puppeteering traditions. Pimprle appeared
in both domestic and fairground performances, typically portrayed as a grotesque, often mischievous and insolent servant
or jester with the licence to mock figures of authority. In the 20 century, with the institutionalisation and aestheticisation
of puppet theatre, Pimprle gradually lost his subversive and playful qualities. His presence in the public sphere diminished
over time, partially replaced by more modern or pedagogically oriented puppet characters. Pimprle thus exemplifies a
broader cultural and aesthetic shift from a carnivalesque to a more rationalised and disciplined conception of theatre.



Paprika Jancsi and Vitéz Laszl6 in Hungary, Vasilache in Romania, Matej in Belarus and
Kasper/Kasperle in Germany and Austria. These characters are marked by comic violence
and moral ambivalence, often adopting a burlesque tone. Cultural transfers occurred
within the region, with Czech Kasparek influencing Slovak GaSparko, while German
Kasperl appeared in Austrian and South German versions. Czech influences even extended
eastward, as seen in the Kharkiv-based puppet company Bi-Ve-Mar.? These transfers also
included linguistic and cultural appropriation - for instance, the Viennese character
Wenzel spoke German with a Czech accent. This “colonising” effect was especially evident
in Slovenia, where Italian and German patterns, and later Czech ones, became normative.

Traces and Evolution of the Protagonist in the Process of
Puppet “Colonisation” in Slovenia

In contrast to Czech, Polish, Slovak or Hungarian theatre historians, who have thoroughly
mapped the itinerant puppet troupes of the 18" and 19 centuries, Slovenia still lacks
a comparable account of the puppet nomads who once travelled through the Carniola
region. There is little doubt that the inhabitants of this Alpine country were familiar with
the phenomenon of puppet theatre and likely had opportunities to witness performances
across various levels of society. For example, the Czech theatre scholar Alice Dubska (25)
notes that a certain Mathias Unger from Graz travelled with his puppet troupe across
Central Europe during the 18" century - from Bratislava and Moravia to (Slovenian)
Carniola. Along with Leopold Unger, he performed puppet shows as early as 1765 at the
castle of Prince Miklés Eszterhazy in Eisenstadt, Hungary, and later in 1785 in Graz.

The oldest surviving written record of contact with puppet theatre in Slovenian
territory relates to the phenomenon of family-based puppetry in the 19" and 20%
centuries. Towards the end of the 19™ century, marionette performances were held in
the provincial town of Sentjur in the Savinja region (within historical Lower Styria),
organised by members of prominent musical families such as the Ipavec and Schwab
dynasties. These performances likely reflected trends common across 19%"-century
Europe, especially in bourgeois and artistic circles where family puppet theatres®

2 Bi-Ve-Mar was a puppet theatre company founded in Kharkiv (then Kharkov, present-day Ukraine) by visual artists Pyotr
Dzhunkovsky and Vera Belorusova. Their work drew upon traditional forms of puppetry while simultaneously engaging
with the modernist and avant-garde currents of interwar Eastern European culture. The company’s productions were
rooted in local folklore as well as the classical repertoire.For more on Bi-Ve-Mar, see Goldovsky and Raitarovskaya.

3 Family puppet theatre gained prestige due to the interest of educated and culturally active individuals and established
itself primarily as a theatre for children, with a strong emphasis on educational function. This led to the creation of a new
repertoire and the birth of Czech puppet dramaturgy. The first plays were written as early as the 1850s, and surviving texts
are preserved in the series Divadlo s loutkami (Theatre with Puppets), published from 1887 onward. Another key factor
was the involvement of academically trained visual artists. Their engagement in amateur puppetry and their influence on
the industrial production of puppets contributed to the high artistic quality of Czech puppet theatre. This dominance of
visual aesthetics not only enhanced its visual sophistication and modernisation but also sparked debates as to whether
puppetry was more of a visual art than a theatrical one. Paradoxically, it was precisely this visual quality that helped
establish puppetry as an independent and legitimate art form (Blecha 12).
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292 enjoyed considerable popularity. The Sentjur performances were public, and the
repertoire included works such as Dr Faust (KoSutnik). Herbert Krtin describes his
experience from 1889 as follows:

[ remember as far back as 1889 that puppet shows were performed in our home: Little
Red Riding Hood, Snow White, Cinderella, Faithful Jericka - but the most popular piece
was Dr Faust. The puppets were dressed quite brilliantly by Katarina, daughter of the
late Dr Gustav Ipavec. He also participated in the performances. They were held at
least once a week during the winter season, from 5 to 6 in the evening. The audience
consisted of children from the upper square as well as adults who were brought in. In

1898, I then created what is today’s puppet theatre myself. (KoSutnik)*

The most thorough analysis of historical Slovenian folkloric puppetry was provided
in the 1950s by scholar Niko Kuret. Although primarily an ethnographic study,
his research shows how puppets became part of carnival and folk traditions. His
long-standing interest in the so-called cross-frame puppet, operated by a prone
puppeteer, led him to formulate hypotheses about its typology, origins and cultural
significance. He presented these not only in Slovenian scholarly journals but also
internationally - for example, at the Congress on Traditional Puppetry in Liege in
1958. Kuret’s field research (“Zanimiva oblika”, 113-124), enriched with archival
data and eyewitness accounts, allowed him to identify three regional centres of this
puppet form in Slovenia: the Ptuj Field (Ptujsko polje), Suha Krajina and the Upper
Savinja Valley (Gornja Savinjska dolina). In all cases, these were intimate forms of
stage performance, typically held during weddings or community festivals. Kuret's
conclusions are relevant to ethnology, theatre history and the study of ritual dramatic
forms. Nevertheless, they did not directly shape the development of Slovenian puppet
theatre, which - amid the flood of Central European influences - continued to search
for its identity and its own traditional puppet hero.

From Subversive Grotesque to Fairy-Tale Domestication

The establishment of the first Slovenian puppet theatre in 1910 by academic painter
Milan Klemenci¢ (1875-1957) must be understood in the context of efforts towards
national cultural emancipation within the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Klemencic¢
responded to the absence of a local puppetry tradition by drawing heavily from
German and Italian artistic movements - such as Jugendstil, symbolism and the
Gesamtkunstwerk - which set him apart from the otherwise Slavic-oriented Slovenian
cultural projects of the time. His aesthetics were significantly shaped by figures like
Paul Brann and Richard Teschner, whose productions emphasised the puppet as

4 Unless otherwise indicated, translations from Slovenian, Czech and German are the author’s own.



an autonomous visual subject. Additional inspiration came from Podrecca’s Teatro
dei Piccoli, which merged national puppetry traditions with modern stage design.
Klemencic¢’s theatre rejected commercial forms (i.e., Kasperlism) and focused on the
cultural-educational function of puppetry through stylisation and metaphor. In his
seminal 1910 production of Dr Faust, he combined visual and dramatic elements into a
synthetic form of haute thédtre. The first attempts to adapt foreign puppetry traditions
in Slovenia - particularly the works of Franz Pocci® - resulted in a significant shift in
meaning. While the German Kasperle Larifari functioned as a satirist and disruptor of
authority, his Slovenian counterpart Gaspercek Larifari was infantilised and stripped
of his critical potential. This led to the elimination of narrative ambivalence and the
simplification of linguistic humour. Original language-based satire that parodied
bureaucratic speech and preacherly diction was reduced in translation to childlike
humour (“a big sausage” instead of a philosophical dream about a roast),® thereby
erasing any ironic depth.

This transformation was driven not only by the absence of a critical puppetry tradition
but also by the dominant influence of Catholic morality and cultural conservatism.
The Slovenian tradition thus replicated clear gender norms: the puppet is male,
the performer is male, and the story unfolds within a patriarchal framework. Unlike
their European counterparts, who often question both power and gender norms, the
Slovenian puppet hero was “tucked away” in the realm of childlike innocence - devoid
of irony, mockery or freedom. Compared with other Central European figures of the
comic servant or jester, the Slovenian jester appears never to have been granted a
genuine opportunity to “put on the coat of ambiguity”. His dramatic and puppet-theatre
incarnations have been maintained over a long period within a relatively univocal,
normatively controlled framework that minimises ambivalence, subversive potential
and the capacity to destabilise dominant social and gender roles. Whereas figures such
as KaSparek or Larifari in the Czech and German contexts have gradually accumulated
layers of meaning and now oscillate between popular burlesque clown, children’s guide

5 Count Franz Pocci (1807-1876) is today best known within puppetry circles, although he was also a writer, painter and
composer. As a “classic” of puppet theatre, he had a lasting influence on the development of professional stage performance.
His influence was instrumental in enabling Joseph Leonhard Schmid to establish a puppet theatre in Munich, and Pocci
himself authored the majority of plays performed there. Between the theatre’s opening on 5 December 1858 and his
death in 1876, he wrote 53 plays and prologues, many of which have since become part of the classical puppet repertoire.
Pocci’s texts are grounded in fairy-tale motifs - some inspired by the Brothers Grimm, others of his own invention -
characterised by a poetic fairy-tale tone sharply contrasted with the visceral and mundane needs of his central character,
Kasperl Larifari. The fusion of folk and Romantic traditions in his works created a new genre of puppet play, the derivative
character of which Pocci was himself fully aware.

6 While in the original German version, Kasperl Larifari appears as a philosophical ironist who mocks not only society but
also himself, this critical dimension is entirely absent in the Slovenian translation. For example, in Pocci’s original play The
Magic Violin (Die Zaubergeige), Kasperl says: “Im Schlaf kommt vielleicht der Traum und bringt mir ein Kalbsbratl, nachher
erwach ich gesdttigt, denn das Leben ist ja doch eigentlich nur ein Traum, wie ich bereits einmal in der Komddie gesehn
hab!” (“In sleep, perhaps a dream will come and bring me a veal roast; then I'll wake up satisfied, because life is really
only a dream - just as I once saw in a comedy!”) (Pocci, Die Zaubergeige 229). In the Slovenian adaptation, this passage is
replaced with the line: “In sleep, perhaps a big sausage will appear - and if you're good, I'll give it to you.” This shift from
philosophical satire to childlike humour clearly demonstrates the removal of the critical subtext that was central to Pocci’s
writing (Pocci, Carobne gosli 10).
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and ironic commentator on power, the Slovenian jester remains largely fixed in the
position of a transparently legible buffoon. It is as if his potential “coat of ambiguity”
were metaphorically locked away in the cloakroom - available as a possibility, yet
systematically excluded from the repertoire of staging and reception strategies.

Cultural Conservatism and the Neutralisation of Critique:
Puppet Theatre as a Mirror of Ideological Conflict

At the turn of the 19* and 20" centuries, the strong presence of the clergy in
Slovenian national culture smoothly transitioned from a revivalist paradigm to
a marked restorationist phase. This shift influenced not only spiritual life but also
public opinion and society’s aesthetic preferences. The most prominent figure of
this conservative, ideologically rigid current was Anton Mahni¢ (1850-1920) - a
theologian, literary critic and later bishop. From the 1880s onward, Mahni¢ emerged
as the key ideological architect of a Catholic cultural-political offensive that responded
to the escalating processes of secularisation, liberalisation and emancipation
discourses in modern European society. Through the journal Rimski katolik, he
created an intellectual platform from which he consistently attacked what he saw as
insufficiently Catholic tendencies in art, society and politics. Mahnic firmly advocated
for the radical reconstruction of society based on Christian ethics and drew a stark
dichotomy between “orthodox Catholicism” and liberal thought. His criticism was
characterised by a strong degree of normative repression - his most notable target
being the poet Simon Gregorcic¢ (Rychlik 134-135), who was publicly stigmatised by
Mahnic¢ for supposed moral “impropriety”, with lasting effects on both his social and
personal integrity.

Mahnic¢ was also among the first to publicly criticise the Sokol organisation, which -
though initially aligned with national revivalism - increasingly engaged in progressive
cultural initiatives under the influence of Czech liberalism, including the promotion of
amateur puppetry. This form of cultural production laid the groundwork for the later
institutionalisation and professionalisation of puppetry in Slovenia. Yet in Mahni¢’s
eyes, Sokol represented an ideologically deviant space - a symbol of liberalism and
modernity that, from the perspective of Catholic orthodoxy, was utterly unacceptable.
He openly declared that there was no place in such an environment for an authentic
Catholic. It is thus not surprising that the central figure in Pocci’s plays - the jester, a
seemingly binary but in fact elusive, transgressive and opportunistic character who
challenges all forms of authority, morality and normative order - could not survive
within the ideological framework of conservative Catholicism. In a climate shaped
by Mahni¢ and his intellectual allies across theology, public discourse, literature, art,



physical education and politics, such a character would be perceived as a symbolic
threat. Resistance to liberalism was thus also expressed in the reception and staging
of cultural products that, under different circumstances, might have been considered
apolitical (Putna 134).

Klemencic¢’s reduction of Pocci’s dramas into fairy-tale structures ultimately confined
Slovenian puppet theatre largely to the realm of children’s entertainment. In contrast,
the German and Austrian traditions managed to preserve a link between grotesque
comedy and political satire. GaSpercek Larifari thus represents a case of cultural
domestication - one that retained the external formal structure of the original but
emptied it of its critical content, effectively neutralising it. Whereas in the original
texts Kasperle Larifari embodied the archetype of the folk jester who undermines
authority through irony, in the Slovenian context Gaspercek became merely a
humorous guide through the world of fairy tales, devoid of any deeper narrative
dimension. As such, Gaspercek was not only the first attempt to create a national
puppet figure but also a manifestation of broader efforts to define a specifically
Slovenian puppetry identity within the European context. His character became a
symbol of cultural adaptation - oscillating between fidelity to foreign models and the
search for an original dramatic expression (Verdel 44-50).

Ideological Construction and Didactic Instrumentalisation in
the Context of Slovenian Puppetry

The puppet theatre organised by the Sokol association represented a key moment in
the development of Slovenian puppetry. Czech cultural influence played a crucial role
in this process, shaping not only the puppets’ visual and technological conception
but, above all, the dramaturgy itself. Through the Sokol movement, puppet theatre
thus became a tool for the education and ideological formation of youth - its artistic
and aesthetic dimensions were to a large extent subordinated to pedagogical aims.
Gaspercek was stripped of his critical sharpness and transformed into a bearer of
moral values, tasked with transmitting didactic messages to children. Out of these
efforts ultimately emerged an entirely new character, Jurcek. The name itself is
very well known and widespread among Slovenians. In addition, it has a specific
connotation when one wishes to gently scold someone. Everyone understands what
it means when we say to a child, “You, Jurcek, you!” The child has done something
wrong, even though in its innocence it believed it was doing the right thing - and we
call it Jurcek (Verdel 62). His emergence was a direct consequence of the attempt to
construct a hero optimally suited to pedagogical and ideological requirements. Jurcek
was not presented as a traditional comic figure, but as a model of proper behaviour
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whose purpose was not only to entertain children but above all to instruct them.
Whereas Kasparek was clever, independent and often provocative, Jurcek was, by
contrast, obedient, conforming and guided by pedagogical intentions. His function
was to embody the ideal Sokol youth.

This transformation also affected the overall character of the productions. A simple
exposition of moral values came to dominate, and the conflict between good and evil
became unequivocal, leaving little room for inner tension or dramatic ambivalence.
Stories featuring Jurcek often lacked dramaturgical depth and, instead of poetic or
fantastic elements, offered realistic situations with an explicit educational purpose.
Supernatural beings were deemed inappropriate and replaced by everyday problems
meant to show children how to behave correctly. Despite official support, Jurcek
never truly became the dominant figure of Slovenian puppet theatre. One of the
main reasons was the absence of original plays. Many Slovenian Sokol theatres were
forced to adapt older Czech texts, often merely by changing the name of the main
hero while retaining the dramatic structure. This discrepancy between the ideological
effort at innovation and the practical continuity of existing material meant that Jurcek
functioned more as a formal concession than as a genuinely new tradition.

Jurcek is thus not the result of an organic development of puppetry, but a product
of ideological necessity. Whereas traditional figures emerged gradually within
folk culture, Jurcek was created “from above” with the explicit aim of educating.
This intention progressively curtailed the puppeteers’ creative freedom, requiring
them to comply with pedagogical demands and thereby narrowing the space for
experimentation, humour and poetic imagination. Although he was conceived as a
modern replacement for Gaspercek, he never fully supplanted him. With the onset of
World War 11, many theatres reverted to the earlier model. Jurcek, therefore, remained
an episodic phenomenon that certainly reflects the ideological tendencies of its time,
but did not inscribe itself permanently into collective memory as a living component
of Slovenian puppetry tradition. From the standpoint of cultural history, the figure
of JurCek constitutes an important example of how ideology can shape artistic
production - and, at the same time, of the fact that for an artistic tradition to remain
viable, it requires more than formal conformity to an ideal: it requires authenticity,
dramatic force and a sustained relationship with a living audience.

Cultural Limits of Constructing a Puppet Archetype

The effort to constitute a “traditional” Slovenian puppet jester ultimately failed
to produce a figure with which audiences could fully identify, either in the form
of Gaspercek or JurCek. Gaspercek, as codified by Klemenci¢ within his artistic



marionette theatre, most likely evoked too strong an association with the German
puppetry tradition. In contrast, Jurcek, established in the Sokol puppet theatre,
was perceptually infantilised, fairy-tale idealised and dramaturgically non-modern.
Another problematic aspect was that both figures were linked to marionettes
whose technological limitations impeded expressive action and kinetic dynamism -
fundamental factors for productionsbuiltoninteractive and visually compelling puppet
theatre. As Verdel (71) notes, Niko Kuret, who devised a new character, attempted
to restore to GaSpercek his original discursive agility and propensity for humour,
qualities that had been inherent in his early stage incarnations. This modification,
however, proved insufficient; it was necessary to create a new designation that would
evoke a more natural cultural context for Slovenian audiences.

The outcome of this effort was Kuret’s Pavliha,” a hybrid figure seeking to synthesise
Slovenian folk humour with renewed inspiration drawn from foreign comic
archetypes such as the German Kasperle, the Czech KaSparek or the English Punch.
This experiment aspired to establish a new national puppet figure; yet, much like
its predecessors, it suffered from a problematic lack of identity anchoring. Although
Pavliha drew on the tradition of Slovenian satirical production - for example, Fran
Levstik published in 1870 the satirical journal Pavliha® whose content targeted
political and social abuses - Pavliha, as a dramatic character, occupied an intermediate
space between folk narration and modern theatre. His dramatic profile likewise
displayed a marked inconsistency. Pavliha oscillated between ostensible naivety and a
form of cognitive cunning, using it to parody a society rigidly structured by norms and
stereotypes. Unlike GaSpercek and Jurcek, who functioned primarily as passive comic
figures, Pavliha often resorted to explicitly violent solutions to conflicts, something
intrinsically suited to glove-puppet technology.

Despite these extensive efforts, Pavliha was unable to establish himself as an
authentic folk hero; his figure remained dramaturgically unanchored and lacked a
clearly defined characterological modus operandi. When it became apparent that

7 The Slovenian term Paviiha, in the broader sense of the word, carries several semantic meanings and cultural
connotations. First, as a comic character in puppet theatre, Pavliha is the Slovenian counterpart of figures such as the
German Kasperle, the Czech Kasparek or the English Punch. As an archetypal folk trickster, he embodies intelligent
cunning and an ironic stance towards authority. Second, as a folk hero and symbol of cleverness, Pavliha appears in certain
Slovenian folkloric narratives as a sly yet resourceful protagonist who is able to overcome difficult situations through
humour and guile. Third, as the title of a satirical periodical, the name was used by Fran Levstik in 1870 for a satirical
journal whose content focused on a critique of contemporary political and social structures. Finally, as a general idiom
for a joker or jester, in colloquial Slovenian the term Pavliha is occasionally employed to designate a person with comic or
eccentric traits, implying both positive humorous qualities and a certain degree of naivety or simple-mindedness. Taken
together, Pavliha thus constitutes a Slovenian cultural variant of a widely disseminated European archetype of the comic
figure, integrating humour, satire and an implicit critique of the social status quo.

8 The newspaper Pavliha, published in Vienna from April to July 1870 under the editorship of Fran Levstik (1831-1887),
is regarded as the most important Slovenian satirical paper of the 19" century. Its publication took place under highly
tense political circumstances, which are clearly reflected in its content. Evidence drawn from the contemporary press,
Levstik’s correspondence and literary-historical studies indicates that the discontinuation of the paper was shaped not
only by political pressures but also by the attitudes of the Young Slovenes towards political compromise, radicalism and
criticism of the Church. An additional significant contextual factor was the election of Dr Valentin Zarnik (1835-1888) to
the provincial assembly in 1869 and 1870, which influenced Levstik’s subsequent activities (Globo¢nik 116-172).
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Pavliha alone did not suffice as a catalyst for the revitalisation of Slovenian puppet
theatre, a new figure, Kljukec, was attached to him ex post in an additive manner.
Originally a marginal character who appeared occasionally as Pavliha's counterpart,
Kljukec was transformed after World War II into a stable dramatic entity. Kljukec
was inspired by a historical bandit from the 16th or 17th century whose name has
survived in folk tradition as Laznjivi Kljukec (“Kljukec the Liar”), also known as Baron
Miinchhausen or Baron Prasil. Yet even this extension did not lead to an adequate
institutional stabilisation of Pavliha’s figure. Puppeteers attempted to make him more
appealing by changing his visual paradigm. Instead of a conventional jester’s cap,
he was given a hat, and his costume was stylised after Carniolan folk dress. Parallel
to this, new dramatic texts by Slovenian authors were commissioned to strengthen
Pavliha’s cultural embeddedness within the national dramaturgy. Niko Kuret sought
to connect Pavliha with traditional folkloric narratives, but his adaptations never
firmly established themselves on the puppet stage.

Despite these attempts, Slovenian glove-puppet theatre remained marginalised,
and Pavliha became yet another experiment in the effort to create a representative
Slovenian puppet figure. In contrast to well-established European comic characters,
which achieved broad cultural impact thanks to their capacity to address both child
and adult audiences, the Pavliha plays (Pavlihijada - a series of farcical puppet plays
featuring the traditional Slovenian jester Pavliha) never transcended the boundaries
of children’s spectatorship. Rather than becoming a socially relevant satirical figure
reflecting Slovenian reality, Pavliha's stage appearances gradually degenerated into
moralising narratives. The attempt to create a modern, national and at the same
time “popular” puppet figure thus proved to be an irreversibly unsuccessful project
- stagnating in a historical vacuum between infantilised fairy-tale stylisation and an
inconsistent, artificially constructed tradition.

Puppet Archetypes as Mediators of Memory, Identity and
Resistance

The story of traditional puppet characters in Central Europe - above all figures such as
Kasparek or Kasperle - is not merely a history of aesthetic change; it is symptomatic
of a profound cultural transformation within European society. These figures, once
bearers of grotesque subversion and of a carnivalesque inversion of the social order,
gradually disappeared from active cultural discourse overthe course of the 20" century.
Their decline reflects shifts in social structure, in audiences and in the very role of
theatre itself, which lost its popular base and became increasingly institutionalised
and oriented towards children. Along with this, the organic foundations on which



these figures had been shaped for generations also disintegrated - namely, living
tradition, oral transmission, itinerant theatre and shared experience. This process,
however, cannot be understood as a simple, linear “decline”, but rather as a complex
transformation unfolding within a broader context of Central European cultural
transfers. Developments in the Czech lands at the beginning of the 20" century had a
decisive impact on Slovenian culture, particularly in the realms of spoken drama and
puppet theatre. For this reason, systematic research into the Czech cultural sphere is
crucial for understanding Slovenian theatrical and puppetry traditions.

In the Czech lands - and in the broader Central European region - this development
was preceded by a phase of so-called puppetry renaissance at the turn of the 19®
and 20" centuries, when the archaic medium of puppet theatre was rediscovered
and reinterpreted in the context of a rapidly modernising society. The ethnographic
movementand the culture of exhibitions - mostnotably the Czechoslovak Ethnographic
Exhibition in Prague in 1895 - transformed puppets into exhibits of “folk culture”
and into evidence of the nation’s historical continuity. In parallel, association-based
and family puppetry developed, institutionalised among other things by the founding
of the Loutkové divadlo Umélecké vychovy (Puppet Theatre of Artistic Education)
in 1914, and supported by publications that newly defined puppet theatre as an
instrument of education and national culture. A serially produced apparatus for home
puppet stages emerged, types and aesthetics were unified, and puppet theatre moved
from fairgrounds into bourgeois interiors and school classrooms. An important factor
in this transformation was the advent of cinema, which compelled puppeteers and
theorists to articulate more precisely the specificity of puppet theatre in relation to
the “silent” moving picture, as theatre scholar Martin Bernatek (12-19) demonstrates
in his article on the renaissance of Czech puppetry and cinematography. The
comparison with film made it possible to present puppets as a medium that preserves
live speech, immediate performativity and the active role of the spectator, rather than
as a mere relic of premodern entertainment. The puppetry renaissance thus stands
at the intersection of ethnographic interest, modern educational and pedagogical
ambitions, the rise of mass culture and the competition of new media. At the same
time, however, it prepared the ground for the subsequent domestication and “taming”
of traditional figures. What had originally been linked to carnivalesque disruption
of order and to bodily grotesque was gradually translated into the framework of a
children’s repertoire subjected to moral control.

Whereas in Central Europe traditional puppet theatre passed through a phase of
renaissance, institutionalisation and subsequent withdrawal from public space, in
Slovenia, it was only just emerging, in an environment that lacked a deeper historical
foundation in folk puppetry. The Slovenian puppetry tradition, constructed from
the beginning of the 20" century onward, thus found itself in a paradoxical position:
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it was being born at the very moment when, elsewhere, the tradition was coming to
an end and when the traditional “jester” was being transformed from a living figure
of popular culture into a codified character of modern children’s theatre. Instead
of organically evolved folk figures, new “artificial” characters arose in Slovenia -
GaSpercek, Jurcéek, Pavliha, Kljukec - figures searching for their function, language
and audience. Their existence was burdened by the absence of historical continuity
and of anchorage in living cultural memory, which led to their dramaturgical and
ideological inconsistency. This search for new figures and forms was not simply an
aestheticexperiment;itwasaresponse toacultural vacuum produced both by theloss
of traditional formal structures in Central Europe and by the absence of a domestic
popular puppetry substratum in Slovenia. Slovenian puppet theatre thus became a
mirror of broader cultural dilemmas: How can one create a relevant artistic form
without deep roots in tradition? How can national identity be articulated within a
space marked by strong cultural influences and hegemonic models emanating from
“more developed” puppetry centres? And how can figures that originally arose as
spontaneous expressions of collective experience be replaced by new forms that
are defined from the outset “from above” - through ideology, pedagogy or aesthetic
stylisation?

The failure of most of these attempts demonstrates that tradition cannot be replaced
by mere construction, and that puppet characters are not only instruments of
entertainment but, above all, cultural archetypes that mediate memory, identity
and resistance. The Slovenian experience likewise confirms that the loss of the
carnivalesque principle - with its ambivalence, transgression and capacity to ironise
power - represents not only an aesthetic loss but, above all, a social one. In this sense,
the emergence of Slovenian puppet theatre should not be viewed as a simple narrative
of belated “national awakening”, but rather as an attempt to articulate an autonomous
voice at a moment when the traditional jester was already disappearing from the stage
and the Central European puppetry field was undergoing profound restructuring.
Research into these processes thus raises crucial questions about cultural memory,
identity and the transformation of public space in the Central European context.
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