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Humor can be understood as an excess,
or as a controlled form of madness—a way

of confronting grief. Yet an overflow of
words and images, like those in a dream,
can also become harmful, even taking the
shape of psychosis. “it is said that you are
in someone’ s dream when you can’ t
sleep.” this is the opening line of kazu.

On stage, there is one puppeteer who nar-
rates, one performer who plays the piano
and guitar tenderly, and countless soft pup-
pets made of urethane foam and colored in
warm tones. We are gradually drawn into
kazu’ s plastic dream world together with
these puppets. Throughout the perfor-
mance, he directs his narration to a
life-sized puppet shaped like lou, his
deceased lover. The puppet of lou sits in the
center of the front row of the audience.

“Thanks to video games, on average,
ten-year-olds know ten different ways to kill.
But do they know ten different ways to
love?” kazu asks. He demonstrates his own
“ways of loving” by recounting to lou—and,
by extension, to us—a series of short and
often strange episodes from the lives of var-
ious individuals and couples. Many of these
stories end sadly, perhaps echoing the day
at the hospital when lou was told she had
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little time left. This excess of words and
images serves to console the sorrow of his
lover; it was, and still is, his way of loving
and surviving.

Kazu tells us that he has bipolar disorder
and takes medication so that he does not
“fly.” and yet, in the form of a puppet, he
does fly. He continues, “the problem is not
that he flies, but that he doesn’ t know how
to land.” in fact, we come to understand that
he lands through puppetry itself. The pup-
pets on stage, as forms and as constraints,
contain the boundless madness of language
and render it inhabitable. Here, puppetry
functions as a technique for holding the
magic of madness within the framework of
reason.

Kazu also recounts how, in his studio, he
sometimes notices small cuts on his hands
without knowing how they appeared. On
screen, his hands are projected and trans-
form into the shape of a face, which says, “i
don’ t know why, but you don’ t take care of
me.” such immersion can inflict psychic
damage. “you see, it wasn’ t that easy,”
kazu remarks. Puppetry as excess becomes
both heartwarming but poignant wound and
remedy.
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Having seen a lot of Japanese traditional
theatre, contemporary drama, and televi-

sion shows, | felt that the performances
at last night’ s puppet slam were among
the most honest, exuberantly expressive,
and free that | have seen on any Japanese
stages. Each act was inventive and sur-
prising in its own way, and the performers
fully present and concentrated. Their
acting skills were supported by their focus
on the objects at hand.

(Cudia Orenstein, Professor of Theater at
Hunter College and the Graduate Center,
City University of New York)
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