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Working within the
MalianPuppetry

Tradition: 
staging Tall Horse

by Laurie-Carroll Bérubé

“Why can’t we do something more
traditional?” 

I fielded this question repeatedly –
and others like it, at least early in the
project. Again and again, I would
explain that we would stage Tall Horse
(by Kephra Burns) traditionally... just
not our tradition.  I enthused about this
form of total theatre from Mali, about
the storytelling and dance, the masks
and, best of all, the giant puppets.  

But to be honest, I had my
moments, too. 

Looking at the torso suspended
above my kitchen table, the papier
maché litter, and half a dozen human-
sized puppets tied to my kitchen chairs
(to allow the paper clay to dry), who
could blame me for wondering how I
got myself into this? What could I have
been thinking of? From time to time,
the question would flicker through my
brain, but in the next thought I’d
marvel I could even have asked it.
Genesis:  A world theatre project 

The seed was planted back in
2004, when our student Solidarity
Committee began raising funds to
build a school in Mali.  Our first group
of students and teachers went to
teach English in Bamako that October.  

Our History Department introduced
a unit on the Great Mali Empire, and in
April 2005, a raft of new books on Mali
had been added to the library, and I
learned Peter Brook was bringing his
production Tierno Bokar, about a Malian
mystic, to our area... Mali, it seemed,
was the thème du jour.  Knowing
nothing about West African theatre, I
launched myself into the void.  My
students and I researched West African
performance traditions, while studying
Soyinka’s Strong Breed in class. 

I suppose that much of what we

learned, I had expected to find; but I
had not expected to discover one of
the oldest and richest puppet traditions
in Africa. 

We had stumbled on a treasure!
Storytelling, dance, drumming, and an
amazing range of puppets and masks
are used in traditional Malian
performances and ceremonies; we
found images and descriptions of giant
body-puppets, rod puppets, and
masks represent humans, birds,
animals, and mythical beasts. I was
hooked.  Although Julie Taymor’s
production of Lion King was influenced
by Malian puppets and masks, I had
never heard of it.  (Had you?) 
A Cross-Curricular Project  

My IBTA students got the research
on its feet as it were, running
workshops on different aspects of
West African performance for the entire
class 3 year group. They all then
participated in a two-day residency in
African percussion, dance and
storytelling with an energetic Sierre
Leoneon performer I had hired through
Music for Change in London.  

Based on their own research,
Strong Breed, and the group’s
practical exploration of traditions, my
IBTA class directed the younger
students in a powerful performance.
Both groups came away with a deeper
understanding of their subject as a
result of this terrific cross-curricular
experience.   It was only the beginning. 
Discovering Tall Horse

When one opens Russian
Matryoshki, one finds another doll
nested inside. Such was the history of
this project. In the course of
researching for our West African World
Theatre project, I stumbled on an
intriguing pan-African collaboration:

Handspring Puppets of South Africa
were working with Yaya Coulibaly of
Mali and his troupe Sogolon, to stage
Tall Horse, the true story of a giraffe,
accompanied by a slave from Mali,
sent as a gift by Egypt’s Pasha to
Charles X of France. 

I learned Tall Horse would be
performed at Stuttgart’s world theatre
festival that summer...of course, we
went!  Whereas Lion King is all
spectacle, Tall Horse had a simplicity
of staging, with traditional Bamana (or
Bambara) puppets, side-by-side with
human actors and Handspring’s more
eclectic designs – but what is forever
scorched on our memories is the
giraffe, a 5-metre tall body-puppet,
operated by two puppeteers on stilts. I
remember whispering in my stilt-walker
13-year old’s ear, “Would you like to
play a giraffe?”
A Stagecraft Project  

In the autumn of 2006, my husband
offered puppet-making in his
Stagecraft Workshop. They would
create life-sized puppets for my
Theatre Ensemble to use in a
performance of a nativity play for the
Junior School... we were inspired not
only by Handspring puppets and the
traditional Bambara designs, but also
by Maurice Halder’s cover article on a
Bunraku puppetry project in the May
2004 issue of Scene! 

We were so pleased with the life-
sized fiberglass puppets the students
had made, in January 2006, I e-mailed
photos to Handspring’s Basil Jones,
who said he and his partner Adrian
Kohler would enjoy running workshops
with my students sometime...hmmmm.
How to celebrate our school’s link
with Mali?

Meanwhile, our Solidarity
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Committee’s fund-raising efforts were
bearing fruit. Land had been
purchased, ground broken, and the
outer walls of the new school were
rising out of the red earth of Bamako.
In June 2006, it was announced that
construction would be completed in
June 2007, and its doors would open
that September for 1,500 students.

Wouldn’t it be something to
celebrate the completion of the school
with a story of an extraordinary gift
from Africa to Europe?  I broached the
idea with my long-suffering technical
director – husband; for such a
technically-challenging project, I would
have to have him on board. He
promised to give some thought to the
problem of the giraffe.
Meeting Yaya

Handpring’s Basil Jones put me in
touch with Yaya Coulibaly, and in
October 2006, I traveled to Bamako
with three colleagues and fifteen
students. Invited to sit in on a rehearsal
of Sogolon Marionettes, we were taken
aback to discover that the Coulibaly
family shares its home with15,000
puppets and masks; every inch of wall
and floor space is covered! 

I had looked forward to seeing the
wooden puppets of the Bambara
tradition, with their classic elongated
faces and vibrant colors that are said
to have inspired Picasso and the
Cubists; I was not disappointed. They
were beautiful! Naturalism in
performance and art is not as
important as it is in Europe and North
America. Faces are indicated
sculpturally. Yaya carves the puppets
with an adze. 

Yaya carefully explained to us that
puppets link the natural world to the

supernatural; the relationship
between puppet and puppeteer is
seen as a mirror to the relationship
between man and the gods. (what a
wonderful thought!) 

We were not the only ones
attending Sogolon’s rehearsal,
however. The entire neighborhood
seemed to have turned out, ringing the
earthen performance space! The
parable of a giraffe hunt was told in
song, accompanied by djembé and
balafon, with three stilt-walking
performers rehearsing without the
giraffe sogow. Interludes by merens
habitables, dancing castalets, and
other traditional characters kept things
moving at a clip – and before we knew
it, an hour and a half had passed.

The day I left Mali, I returned to
Coulibaly’s atelier on my own – and he
made me a gift of a rod puppet
representing a fertility goddess. She
had a star turn in our production.
Technical challenges

We returned to Switzerland with
hundreds and hundreds of
photographs, which guided our own
work in the coming months. Our
Stagecraft group began with mask-
making – and by December we had
hunters’ masks, a king’s menagerie,
including peacocks, hyenas, and a
baboon. They had also made the king
and queen, and several crowd scene
puppets. The students modeled clay
positives, then cast them in plaster
molds. We made the masks
themselves of fiberglass, so that they
would withstand rehearsal, though this
was a time-consuming process. Many
of the later puppets and masks we
made with Chinese paper clay.

We had no space on campus large

enough to construct the giraffe or giant
Pasha puppets in, so my husband built
them in the barn of our family’s chalet
(what our neighbors thought I don’t
know!) He passed plastic electrical
conduit through holes drilled in the
plywood spine, to shape into the
giraffe’s skeleton, and used fishing
poles up the neck (and yes, the
puppeteers were able to raise and
lower it, and to turn it from side to
side). His primary consideration was to
make Sogo Jan light enough for two
teenage girls, our stilt-walkers, to carry
on their backpacks. 

The Pasha’s head and hands, as
well as the adolescent and baby
giraffes, he carved out of huge blocks
of Styrofoam, which we coated in
carpenter’s glue, cotton sheet and
newspaper before painting. The “neck”
had dowels inserted into it, as did each
“wrist,” so they could be manipulated.
Once he was on campus, we built a
frame for his body, so he could be
carried onstage by his “slaves,” as if on
a divan.

Come spring, my task was to work
with the Stagecraft workshop on
making the merens habitables,
castalets, and giant rod-puppets.
Given that some of our actors were
only 11 or 12, I wanted to keep the
puppets as light as possible as well.
We found that modelling faces with
wood paste or paper clay on giant
Styrofoam Easter eggs worked. Each
face emerged with its own style,
character and expression – depending
on who made it, each was an
individual.  

The Bambara, also a character who
embodies the “ideal” of womanhood, a
merens habitable who is the
traditionally well-endowed “beautiful
lady.” I built on this idea, to create a
Queen Marie-Thérèse who towered
over her little hand-held rod-puppet
spouse. We mounted her giant head
on plywood, which was attached to an
ordinary backpack. The costume was
draped from the puppets neck,
covering the puppeteer entirely. 

Like Bunraku, the puppeteer is
often visible to the audience, holding
the puppets “spine”. We had to begin
rehearsals long before the puppets
were finished, so for the first month
actors worked with heads mounted on
sticks, with wooden hangar shoulders,
holding the still unattached wooden
arms.  

Then, came the two-day residency
with Basil Jones and Adrian Kohler of

During our visit to Mali, Yaya Coulibaly showed us how a merens habitable is worn. 
Because these puppets are sacred power objects, only initiates may “re-enter the womb.” 
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Handspring Puppets, en route back to
South Africa after production meetings
at the National Theatre in London.
Basil and Adrian gave the group a big
boost of confidence and energy,
teaching skills, but also simple things,
such as the importance of stillness and
of focus. 

With my actors, I worked on
storytelling, soundscaping, and
physicality. I also worked closely with
the music department. Our Middle
Schoolers have a djembé group, and
the head of music rented a balafon.
The chamber choir worked on West
African songs to open the performance
with, and the voice coach taught the
cast to sing a Malian slave song,
Jonnya Mani (helped by a Malian
admissions officer). By the end of May,
Tall Horse was all taking shape.

My plan was to stage Tall Horse
open air, in the field beside our school –
as it had been in Mali. But two weeks
of rain before the end-of-year festivities
put pay to that. Instead we rented a
tent, and had bleachers on either side
of the performance space. We asked
the gardeners to bring in some of that
beautiful red tennis court clay, and my
husband rigged a way to suspend the
giraffe sogow backstage, so the actors
could walk into it on their stilts.  

And the performance? It was
absolutely magical, a truly wonderful
celebratation of our connection with
Mali, and the construction of the
school. Flaming torches and African
rhythms drew the audience to the tent.
Sogo Jan, our 5-metre high giraffe
body-puppet, was the most impressive
character I have ever seen in a high
school production – unless, of course,
it’s the Pasha, manipulated by six
female puppeteers! And while our
Castalets were not as large as in Mali
(because we used wicker hampers for
the frames), the ripstop nylon skirts
swayed as beautifully as traditional
raffia. We had a young inexperienced
cast, who became a wonderful
ensemble of storytellers. I am proud of
them for finding the courage to work in
another tradition, and for being willing
to learn alongside me.  
Some of the materials we used in
our masks and puppets

Backpacks, bicycle inner tubes,
bungie cords, cables, cardboard,

chicken wire, clay, cloth, crepe hair,
dolls, dressmaker’s dummy, elastics,
electrical conduit, expanding foam,
fake jewels, fibreglass, fishing poles,
foam, gesso, hampers, hangers,
insulation tubes, leather, lentils, ripstop
mail bags, marbles, newspaper, nylon,
paint, paper clay, plumber’s straps, pva
glue, raffia, sawdust paste, ski
helmets, socks, steel wool, styrofoam,
sweat and tears, toilet paper rolls,
twine, wire, wood, and a sofa!
Some definitions and distinctions

In Bambara the same word is used
for both ‘mask’ and ‘puppet’, since
both serve the same function: to
enable mythical and supernatural
beings to be brought to life by hidden
performers. 

Boliw is the raw spiritual energy/
power contained within performance
objects such as masks and puppets. It
is believed that women possess boliw
– because of their ability to give birth.

Castalet: the large body-puppet,
which represents a gentle mythical
beast. The body of the animal is a
cloth and raffia-covered frame which
conceals the puppeteer inside who
dances, making the raffia skirt sway. 

Merens habitables are the long-
necked female characters of traditional
Malian performance. Merens
habitables are manipulated only by
men and post-menopausal women
because only they are able to control
the boliw contained within the puppet.

Sogo Baw or Sogow (Big Beasts):
these are large body-puppets (roughly
2 m long, 1.5 m high), generally
representing bush, savannah or
domesticated animals. Sogo baw can
resemble mobile puppet theatres with
small puppets on the larger animal’s
back, manipulated from within.

Sogo Bo: the annual masquerade
(the Animals come forth) held in June,
just before the rains come to Mali’s
Segou region

Sogo Jan: (Giraffe), used by
Khephra Burns in his script of Tall
Horse as animal’s name.
Advice from Handspring puppets
1. Remember, your primary service is

to the puppet. Your secondary
service is to the group on stage. So
always focus your attention on
the puppet’s head; your peripheral
vision is noticing what’s happening

to the other puppets on stage.
2. When other puppets are speaking,

pass the ball to them. You do this
by not attracting attention to your
own puppet. Let it breathe, but
don’t let it wobble.

3. The hand that is nearest the centre
of the stage is normally the puppet’s
active hand and should do most of
the gesturing. The other hand
should stay neutral and do very little.
People seldom gesture with both
hands at once.

4. The manipulator who holds the head
is always the main puppeteer. So:
when you are the main
manipulator and you are about
to move, take an audible in-
breath, which your fellow
manipulators can hear, to alert them
to your intentions. 

5. Like in Martial Arts, always keep
your knees slightly bent. In this
posture, you are more able to make
unexpected moves and respond
well to the movements of your fellow
manipulators.

6. Trust the theatricality of your puppet.
Never try to upstage it with moving
or sparkling jewellery. If you believe
in your puppet, the audience will
believe in it too. They will cross
into the realm of magic where looks
don’t count, but movement counts
for everything.

7. There will always be times when the
puppets become too heavy. At such
times, try to remember to
breathe. Breathing relieves tension
and will make the pain more
tolerable. Dancers deal with pain a
lot. Learn to work with the pain.

Finally, some excerpts from
Hamlet’s advice to the players:

HAMLET: “...do not saw the air too
much with your hand, thus, by use all
gently, for in the very torrent, tempest,
and (as I may say) whirlwind of your
passion, you must acquire and beget a
temperance that may give it smoothness. 

Suit the action to the word, the
word to the action, with this special
observance, that you o’erstep not the
modesty of nature.” 

I am grateful to my husband Pierre
for embarking on this adventure with
me for without his technical wizardry
this project could not have happened.

“ISTA presenters really know how to make theatre come alive for teachers. The best education
workshop I’ve ever attended!” Michael Winsatt - Andrew P Hill High School, USA
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Inspiration and Resources
Performance Traditions in Mali:
1) Mary Jo Arnoldi, Playing with Time: Art
and Performance in Central Mali
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1995), ISBN: 0-253-30900-X (Arnoldi is
the Curator for African Ethnology at the
National Museum of Natural History,
Smithsonian Institution).
2) Éric Biétry-Rivierre, Au Mali, une
tradition qui fait jeu égal avec la television,
Le Figaro, 30 avril 2007,
http://www.galerieserpentine.com/figaro%
20300407.htm
3) Brighton and Hove Virtual museum: a
really useful website with photos of their
collection of Bambara Puppets, and
videos of a performance:http://
www.virtualmuseum.info/collections/
themes/bamana_puppets/html/
4) Esther A. Dagan, The Spirit’s Dance in
Africa: Evolution, Transformation and
Continuity in Sub-Sahara (Quebec: Galerie
Amrad African Arts Publications, 1997)
ISBN 1-896371-01-9
5) Elisabeth den Otter, Verre vrienden van
Jan Klaassen. Poppenspel in Afrika en
Azië (Distant Friends of Punch. Puppetry
in Africa and Asia), (Amsterdam: KIT
Press, 1995). den Otter is a Dutch theatre
anthropologist with wonderfully eclectic
interests (in Balinese, Indian and Malien
rituals, music and puppetry). Esther
Dagan’s book (above) includes a chapter
by her (“Of dancing masks and men:
visible and hidden dancers of the Bamana
and   Bozo (Mali)”). Her website was the
first I heard of this tradition:
http://web.mac.com/edotter/Homepage_
of_Elisabeth_den_Otter
6) Robin Dold, “Malian Puppet Traditions:
Reflecting Self and Society,” Ironhin:
Taking Africa to the Classroom, U. Florida
Center of African Studies, Spring 2006
http://www.africa.ufl.edu/outreach/the2006
irohin.pdf?bcsi_scan_8816701D672C362E
=0&bcsi_scan_filename=the2006irohin.pdf
7) Rosalind Flynn, Sogolon Marionettes
Cue Sheet for Teachers, Kennedy Center,
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/
custom/portlets/recordDetails/detailmini.jsp
?_nfpb=true&_&ERICExtSearch_SearchVal
ue_0=ED442152&ERICExtSearch_Search
Type_0=eric_accno&accno=ED442152
8) Frances Harding, ed, The Performance
Arts in Africa: A Reader (London:
Routledge, 2002), ISBN: 0-415-26198-8
Although there are no photos, this is a
brilliant resource. Twenty-four authors each
describes a different tradition. Mary Jo
Arnoldi contributes one on puppetry in Mali.
9) Dawn Kennedy, Puppetry is the soul of
the people of Mali:
http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&
click_id=86&art_id=vn2004091410405973
2C501146
10) Lydia Martin, Meet ’Ngofariman,’ the
Nasty Chimpanzee among Mali’s Puppets
and Masks, Fly Global Music Culture:

Africa/ Middle East Features, August 29,
2005
http://www.fly.co.uk/fly/archives/2005/08/
meet_ngofariman_the_nasty_chimpanzee_
among_malis_puppets_and_masks.html
11) Princetonol has a very comprehensive
website for teachers, with links to
resources on performance & puppet
traditions all over the world, including
Malian.
http://www.princetonol.com/groups/iad/le
ssons/middle/puppets.htm
12) Rand African Art’s page on Bamanan
puppets has terrific photos with a good
explanation
http://randafricanart.com/African_puppets
_buffalo.html 
13) Don Rubin, et al, editors, World
Encyclopedia of Contemporary Theatre:
Africa (London: Routledge, 1997) ISBN 0-
415-22746-1
On Giant puppets and puppetry
1) John Bell, ed., Puppets, Masks, and
Performing Objects 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press,
2001) ISBN: 0-262-52293-4
2) John Bell, Strings, Hands, Shadows: A
Modern Puppet History (Diagram (Detroit
Institute Arts)
3) Eileen Blumenthal, Puppetry and
Puppets: An Illustrated World Survey (UK:
Thames and Hudson, 2005) ISBN: 0-500-
51226-4. This is a comprehensive look at
puppetry traditions from around the world-
including a section on Yaya Coulibaly, and
Handspring Puppets. Lots of color photos
and illustrations.
4) Eileen Blumenthal and Julie Taymor,
Julie Taymor: Playing with Fire, Theatre,
Opera, Film (NY: Harry N. Abrams, Inc.,
1999)) 
ISBN 1-881390-22-5
5) Bread and Puppet Theatre is one of the
most famous Western giant puppetry
troupes
http://www.pbpub.com/bread&puppet/bre
ad.htm
6) Kikker Puppets, of the Netherlands,
explains how to make large puppets:
http://www.newvictory.org/show_moreinfo
.cfm?show_id=23
7) Gastonart Puppets, uses a cross-
pollination of different traditions:
http://www.gastonart.com/designtheater.html
8) Handspring Puppets of South Africa
were a godsend, fielding questions,
putting us in touch with Khephra Burns
and Yaya Coulibaly, and coming to work
with my cast and crew. The photos of
past productions on their website gives an
idea of just how creative they are!
http://www.handspringpuppet.co.za/
9) Puppeteers Cooperative has sketches,
photos & instructions for giant puppets
http://www.gis.net/~puppetco/
10) K. Ruby, Wise Fool Basics: The NEW
Wise Fool Handbook (Berkeley, CA: Wise
Fool Puppet Interventions, 1999) (no
ISBN). This book, about a US-based

troupe which performs with giant puppets,
was one of the most useful sources of
ideas, and very useful in finding
’alternative’ solutions to design problems.
Their website:
http://www.wisefoolnm.org/wisefoolpro/in
dex.php?name=puppets
11) The puppetry homepage
http://www.sagecraft.com/puppetry/buildi
ng/index.html was very useful in
answering some basic how-to questions!
12) Colleen J. Sheehy, editor, Theatre of
Wonder: 25 Years in the Heart of the
Beast (Minneapolis, University of
Minnesota Press, 1999) ISBN 0-8166-
3420-3. The photos of giant puppets and
masks, and descriptions of ’Heart of the
Beast’ Puppet and Mask Theatre
performances opened my students’ minds
to whole new possibilities in designing.
11) Julie Taymor, The Lion King: Pride
Rock on Broadway (NY: Disney
Enterprises, 1997)  ISBN 0-7868-6342-0 
About “Tall Horse” 
1) Michael Allin, Zarafa: A Giraffe's True
Story, from Deep in Africa to the Heart of
Paris (Walker & Company, 2003) ISBN-10:
0-802713394. This is the book which
inspired Khephra Burns to write the play
Tall Horse, the history of the giraffe, her
handler Atir, the eminent scientist St-
Hilaire and their journey.
2) Education Study Guide, prepared for
the 2005 US Tour of Handspring and
Sogolon Puppets’ production of “Tall
Horse”
http://www.pgharts.org/education/resourc
es/TallHorseStudyGuide.pdf?bcsi_scan_8
816701D672C362E=0&bcsi_scan_filenam
e=TallHorseStudyGuide.pdf
3) Mervyn Millar, Journey of the Tall Horse:
A Story of African Theatre (London:
Oberon Books, 2006) ISBN 1-84002-599-
9. This rehearsal log, kept by Millar as he
went from observer to participant in the
original Handspring-Sogolon collaboration,
gave me insight and ideas.
Miscellaneous
1) Oto Bihalji-Merin, Great Masks , Herma
Plummer , translator, (London: Thames
and Hudson, 1971; reprinted in NY: Harry
N. Abrams, Inc.) 
2) Loren Kruger, The Drama of South
Africa: Plays, Pageants and Publics Since
1910 (London, Routledge, 1999) ISBN 0-
415-17983-1. A comprehensive look at
20th century theatre in South Africa  – but
it also fueled my growing interest in
Handspring Puppets, devoting several
pages to “Faustus in Africa” & “Ubu and
the Truth Commission”
3) John W. Nunley and Cara McCarty,
Masks: Faces of Culture (NY: Harry N.
Abrams, Inc., 1999) ISBN 0-8109-4379-4
4) Peter Stepan, Spirits Speak: A
Celebration of African Masks (Munich:
Prestel Verlag, 2005) ISBN3-7913-
3228-7. Picasso’s cubist painting
Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907)  




