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Discussion on Marionette and Dance by Béla Balazs:
A Focus on Plays (1917) and Dramaturgy (1918)

Yoshiko OKAMOTO

This study deals with the activity of Béla Balazs in the late 1910s, focusing on his
argument about marionette theater and pantomime. Before Balazs defected to Vienna and
started to write film critiques in the 1920s, he was a poet and playwright in Budapest. There,
Baldzs developed friendships with other Hungarian artists and philosophers, such as Béla
Bartok and Gyorgy Lukacs, and published his works in various fields. Among them are Plays
(1917) and Dramaturgy (1918). The former includes pantomime’s libretto The Wooden Prince,
dedicated to Bartok, and The Fisherman and the Silver of the Moon, which is a puppet theater
drama for Bartok Jr. The latter is his first volume of theory on theater dedicated to Lukécs.
Moreover, in Dramaturgy, Chapter 7 has an additional section titled “Marionette and Dance.”
Examining these books clarifies Balazs’ interest in that field from 1917-1918 and the close
relationship between his practice and theory in stage works. In Bal4zs’ view, dramas have
fundamental aesthetic problems when they are staged—such as the gap between present actors
and the depicted and painted scenography. However, he added that puppet theaters lacked this
paradox, as the scenography and the puppets were painted. Based on this argument, this study
compares The Wooden Prince and The Fisherman and the Silver of the Moon to the argument
in Dramaturgy. On one hand, The Wooden Prince has a wooden protagonist that dances
like a marionette and has no feelings. This character supports the discussion in Dramaturgy,
which argues that protagonists like marionettes could appear even in plays. Conversely, in
The Fisherman and the Silver of the Moon, even scenography (such as the moon’s shadow) is
incorporated into the story. This supports the statement that there is no aesthetic gap between
puppets and scenography. Baldzs may thus have attempted aesthetically perfect stage works

through marionettes and dances, which were new fields for him.
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