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Drak theatre’ s White Fang made me
think about Margaret Williams’ s proposal,
in her article “The Death of ‘The
Puppet’ ?,” published in The Routledge
Companion to Puppetry and Material Per-
formance, that perhaps puppetry is less
defined by the use of specific kinds of
objects than by a way of watching, one
that invites the audience to read character
and action in inanimate materials. White
Fang played on this idea, taking it to
another level. The main character of the
show—a white wolf, abandoned as a cub
when its mother is killed, and later kept by
a series of humans, two of whom mistreat
it, turning it into a brutal, aggressive beast,
and a third who treats it well and rehabili-
tates it—does not appear as a figure at all
in the show. Its presence is evoked
instead by live feed video from a camera,
projected above the stage, that shows the
world from the wolf’ s perspective, and
sounds. The performers on stage rush
around setting up the various scenes and
elements that create the changing situa-
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tions the wolf ends up in, but the camera
and its constantly moving, shaky camera
work, show only the limited aspect of that
world apparent to the animal. The actors
move the camera to dirt, rocks, and water,
set up on the stage floor, to show the
abandoned wolf cub searching for food,
drink, and its missing mother. They build a
full teepee center stage, home to the
Native American man who finds the cub
and keeps the wolf outside his tent along
with his own pack of dogs. The dogs revile
and ostracize the wolf for not being one of
them. Despite the structure onstage, the
wolf’ s focus is solely on the food around
him—the chicken legs thrown to the dogs
and the beans the human cooks for him-
self--that others scold him for trying to eat.
The actors set up a large wooden enclo-
sure where the wolf is kept by a shady
character who enters him in illegal dog
fights to win money. We can see the full
pen onstage, but the camera shows only a
few rows of its planking as the dog bangs
against these in trying to free itself from its
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enclosure. Both at the teepee and in the
dog fights, the other dogs are played by
human actors who contort their faces into
aggressive, taunting images as they come
up close to the camera. Rather than per-
forming in a familiar, psychologically real-
istic film acting style, they craft their faces
to create specific images within the
camera frame. In other words, they ani-
mate themselves, as one might animate a
shadow puppet, to project a specific effect.
During the dog fight, each actor appears
momentarily in the camera frame, one
after another, as the dogs go after each
other, only to reappear in the frame just
moments later lying immobile, covered in
blood. The effect is comical and the audi-
ence laughs, not at the death of the dogs,
but at the moves of the actors and camera
to create these quick, changing, storytell-
ing images. It is this kind of construction of
image and story through animation of ma-
terials—here the faces of the actors in the
camera frame--that makes this show, with
no specific puppets, a kind of puppetry. In
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the end, the wolf, who has been so badly
mistreated, is taken into a warm, comfort-
able household, where he is given baths,
treats, and new clothes, and can lie on a
couch watching TV with his master. At this
point, the actor who has been working the
camera, and who has narrated sections of
the story, begins to play the wolf himself.
The wolf, seeing scenes of other wolves
on television, is reminded of his own wild
nature, and decides to leave the comfort
of the house, which he discovers is anoth-
er kind of trap, to find his true freedom.
The final scene is played out through a
pre-filmed video that shows the actor who
had been playing the wolf hailing down a
passing car on a country road and hitching
a ride with it out to a new future. The story
of the wolf has become the story of this
human character searching for his own
freedom. The fact that actors have played
dogs throughout the show also reveals
that the supposedly animalistic traits they

displayed in earlier scenes are also all too
human ones.
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Cudia Orenstein (Professor of Theater at
Hunter College and the Graduate Center,
City University of New York)
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