FIRST FOLIO:
TEACHER AND STUDENT RESOURCE GUIDE
Consistent with the Shakespeare Theatre Company’s central
mission to be the leading force in producing and preserving the
highest quality classic theatre, the Education Department
challenges learners of all ages to explore the ideas, emotions
and principles contained in classic texts and to discover the
connection between classic theatre and our modern
perceptions. We hope that this First Folio: Teacher and Student
Resource Guide will prove useful to you while preparing to
attend Petrushka.
First Folio provides information and activities to help students
form a personal connection to the play before attending the
production. First Folio contains material about the playwrights,
their world and their works. Also included are approaches to
explore the plays and productions in the classroom before and
after the performance.
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Petrushka Synopsis
Amidst the swirl of a Russian Carnival a puppet show is presented. The three puppets—the Moor, the
Ballerina, and Petrushka—are actually magical living creatures with all the emotions and passions of humans
(especially Petrushka). They execute a wild dance for the attendees of the Carnival, then return to their
separate chambers.
In Petrushka’s room we witness the little puppet’s despair and fury at being enslaved by the omnipresent
puppeteer. The only consolation for his misery is his deep love for the beautiful Ballerina. When she enters his
quarters he is close to the point of believing that he will be successful in gaining her love. But the lovely
Ballerina flees in terror because of his extraordinary behavior. Petrushka is utterly brokenhearted.
The Moor’s life is entirely different. In his lushly appointed chambers we see him relaxing and practicing with
his scimitar. Suddenly the Ballerina enters with a trumpet in hand. By every means she seeks to seduce the
Moor and finally succeeds. Just as the love scene begins, Petrushka, mad with jealousy, arrives and attacks
his rival. The Moor turns on Petrushka. Drawing his sword, he chases Petrushka from the room.
We return to the Carnival—amidst the spinning and colors the Moor relentlessly pursues Petrushka. Finally,
inevitably, the Moor catches up to Petrushka and with his mighty sword kills him. Petrushka falls to the ground,
a lifeless doll of wood and cloth. The Carnival is over. The passions and melodies of the previous night melt
away. It gently begins to snow. The soul of the magical puppet Petrushka has escaped his puppet slavery
through death’s release. His spirit carries on to dance and to love.

Petrushka: A note from the Creator
By Basil Twist
Puppets are magic. The mystery of a bundle of cloth and wood coming to life and
inspiring emotion in an audience is what has kept me captivated by this art form. When
we believe in or relate to a puppet we connect to the very pure essence of a spirit or
feeling. Puppets have no other life apart from the stage (unlike an actor)—no sheer
purpose than what they convey during a performance. We the audience make them
alive—we give them meaning. Petrushka is a story about puppets. Presented as an
actual puppet show instead of a ballet, it becomes the perfect meditation on how this
magic puppetry touches us—what it is to be alive, to want to be free, to feel and to love.
I am extremely reverent of the original production as it was presented in 1911 by the
Ballets Russes, featuring the legendary Nijinsky. However, the characters and storyline first seen on the stage
of the Théâtre du Châtelet are figments of another era and culture. Ultimately, my guide is Igor Stravinsky’s
magnificently evocative music. It inspired, very specifically, every fantastic image in my head—and now on
stage. In many instances my understanding of the music has led to different characterizations and narrative
action than the original production. Stravinsky said, “to see gesture, and the movement of the different parts of
the body which produce it, is essential in order to grasp it in all of its rich variety.” I am thrilled to have Julia and
Irina Elkina, musicians of the highest caliber and co-creators of this show, with me once again on stage with
the puppeteers, conveying the power and majesty of this music.
I am extremely grateful to Jane Moss for originally commissioning this piece and for Jon Nakagawa who
produced and guided it so lovingly. It remains one of my favorite creations and I am proud to have it make its
west coast premiere with Dale Franzen and her new organization, who already have become such great
supporters of my work. I am lucky to have an incredible creative team—especially my nine wonderful
puppeteers who are the absolute best in New York. I cannot thank enough my friend Barbara Busackino for her
tireless support and encouragement, assistance and guidance. I feel that Petrushka is as much her creation as
it is mine. I invite the audience to let yourselves go—to believe in and feel for Petrushka. Then for a moment,
step away and witness that feeling for a bundle of wood and cloth. Seeing that is magic.
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Igor Stravinsky and his Ballet Petrushka
Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971) is regarded as one of the most important and influential composers of the 20th
century. His long and prolific career produced many brilliant masterpieces that challenged audiences and
musicians alike. Stravinsky revolutionized symphonic sounds by using and combining instruments in
unconventional and surprising ways. His music was considered inherently Russian and distinctly modern, much
due to his rule-breaking orchestration, harmony and form.
Born in Russia, Stravinsky moved to Switzerland, France and the United States during his lifetime. In 1910,
Stravinsky was discovered by the Parisian impresario Serge Diaghilev, director of the Ballets Russes. Diaghilev
commissioned four ballets, The Firebird, Petrushka, The Rite of Spring and Pulcinella, which have all become
core classics of the orchestral and ballet repertoire.
The ballet Petrushka (1911; revised in 1947) was born from music originally conceived as a piano concert
piece. Diaghilev thought the music would be brilliantly suited for his ballet company. Stravinsky chose the
Russian puppet story of Petrushka and completed a score for large orchestra, closely collaborating with
director Alexandre Benois and choreographer Michel Fokine.
In his music, Stravinsky exploited layered textures, folk songs, dissimilar sections and odd harmonic
progressions. Stravinsky used a revolutionary idea in Petrushka—bitonality. Previously, composers would write
compositions in one key (such as a symphony “in B-flat major”), but Stravinsky experimented with mixing
two keys at the same time.
The ballet premiered with the extraordinary dancer Vaslav Nijinsky as Petrushka. The production was generally
considered a success though some audiences, critics and musicians were not yet ready for the revolutionary
sounds of Igor Stravinsky.
Used by permission of the New York Philharmonic. Originally appeared in Teacher Resource Materials
for School Day Concerts 2010, Richard Mannoia and Theodore Wiprud, authors.

Who is Petrushka?
Petrushka is a puppet. Petrushka was a puppet long before puppeteer
Basil Twist put him on the stage. He was a puppet in Russia long before
Igor Stravinsky wrote his ballet. There is no saying when the original
Petrushka puppet was created; references date back to at least the 17th
century. Petrushka’s costume traditionally references a jester, a comedic
lower-class character. The frequency of puppet pieces featuring Petrushka
turned him into a recognizable character in folk storytelling. In addition the
other puppets featured in Petrushka would have been recognizable
centuries ago in Russian storytelling. The Moor, representing an exotic
foreigner, and the Ballerina, representing the unattainable beauty, would
join Petrushka on puppet stages delighting audiences young and old.
When Stravinsky wrote his ballet, which was premiered by the Ballets Russes in 1911, he created a story that
showed a hidden darker side to the traditional puppets. Stravinsky’s ballet and Twist’s adaptation present the
three puppets performing at the Maslenitsa festivities. Maslenitsa, like Mardi Gras, occurs just before Lent and
allows Russian society to enjoy a festive time before experiencing religious deprivation. In the ballet, the
puppets take on human qualities once they have retired to their rooms. These human qualities are not just the
ones we embrace, like love, but the qualities we are ashamed of, like depression, hatred, jealousy and anger.
The qualities are made more extreme since they were played by ballet dancers, humans who take on, and
transform, the puppets’ movements. In Twist’s version, the puppets may remain objects but as they are
manipulated they take on human qualities. Twist’s construction and choreography elevate the traditional
Russian characters, and indeed the world of the music, until it breaks free of its historical past.
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Puppetry as an art form
Puppetry, in its simplest form, is the art of creating the illusion of life out of things that are not alive. Most
puppets we see have features like eyes and mouths that, when moved by another person, make it seem like
the puppet is looking at us and talking to us. However, sometimes the simplest “non-human” objects, be it a
scarf, a tin can, or even a piece of rope, can be
manipulated by a person in such a way as to make it look
like the object is alive, or even has a personality. Anything
inanimate that is moved or manipulated by a person in a
way to make it seem alive is called a puppet, and any
person that brings puppets to life is called a puppeteer.
Puppets can be made out of just about anything. In fact, the
only thing limiting what a puppet can be made from is your
own imagination. Most puppets are made out of foam,
rubber and fabric, because those materials are soft and
flexible and lightweight (the more flexible the puppet, the
more you can move it to make it look alive), but some are
Photo by Richard Termine
made out of complex rubbers and plastics and can weigh a
ton. Some puppets are made out of really expensive materials, while others are made from recycled trash and
found objects. Most puppets are brought to life by one or two people who physically move the puppet’s head,
mouth and limbs either by using strings, rods, fancy cables or their own hands, but some are brought to life
with high tech robotics and remote controls. Some puppets are about as small as an action figure, while some
are bigger than a school bus. However big or small; heavy or light; expensive or cheap; simple or complex, a
puppet’s main purpose should be to help tell a story.

Puppetry in theatre and the media
Why do we put on plays, make movies and produce television shows? Because we love stories! We love to be
swept away by a good story because it can make us think about our own lives, lift us up, give us hope, make
us laugh, cry, hold our breath or persuade us to change. We also love to see fantastical things come to life on
the stage or big screen because they fill us with wonder, inspiration, and sometimes child-like glee. One of the
oldest tools for bringing the impossible aspects of our imagination to life is puppetry!
In ancient China they would tell epic stories of the great Monkey King and the battles he fought by using
elaborate shadow puppets held up against a screen and lit by candlelight. The puppets could be flipped and
spun around to depict the wonderful acrobatics of the Monkey King, and light tricks were used to create special
effects when magic spells took place in the stories. Later, on the streets of England, hand puppets were used
to tell the wickedly violent and funny story of Punch and Judy in small, booth-like puppet stages.
Today, puppets can still be found in all areas of entertainment. From the award winning Broadway shows War
Horse or The Lion King; to the new arena stage production of How to Train Your Dragon Arena Spectacular in
Australia, to the recent movies The Muppets, or Real Steal; to many kids television shows like Sesame Street,
or It’s a Big Big World. Because puppets can be anything and everything our imaginations can think up,
puppets have been, and will continue to be, an art form that assist in storytelling.
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Interpreting
A Look Inside
Body
Petrushka
Language
Nonverbal Storytelling
Whether we realize it or not, body language is an extremely important form
of communication. In any language, a smile is a universal signal for
happiness, just as a furrowed brow is a sign of discontent. This activity is to
show just how effective body language is to relaying meaning. In a play like
Petrushka, body language becomes particularly valuable, as it is the primary
way of relaying meaning to the audience.
Activity: In order for this game to work and to produce a meaningful
conversation, students should not get a detailed description of this activity in
advance. Simply ask for a student volunteer to come to the front of the
class.
Whisper to the student a particular action. Some examples include:
Widening eyes
Rubbing eyes
Hands on hips
Hand over mouth
Nail biting

Nodding and smiling
Arms crossed
Thumbs up
Mouth wide open

After the student has completed the action, ask the class what they see. It is likely that students will explain an
emotion, rather than simply the gesture. (Ex: rather than tell you that they literally see “a person shrugging,”
they will more likely give answers like “confusion.”)
After a few different volunteers, have a discussion about body language. Why is it important? What are other
examples of non-verbal storytelling?

Theme Song for your life
Themes can be found in books, plays, dances and music. In stories a theme is the central topic or subject that
the story is about. In music, a theme is a recognizable melody that the rest of the piece is based on. In
Petrushka, each character has music that helps the audience tell them apart. There is a special chord that
introduces the character of Petrushka each time he enters a scene. The chord consists of C major and F#
major triads played together.
•

What other famous characters have special theme music?

•

What do we learn about the character by their theme music?

•

What would your theme music be?

•

What do you want your theme music to tell other people about you?
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A Look Inside
TheInside
Two Gentlemen
A Look
Petrushkaof Verona
Walk this Way
Music can help set the mood of a story and tell the audience a lot about a character and the setting. In
Petrushka, the music becomes slower and lower when something bad is about to happen. When Petrushka
falls in love with the ballerina, the music is faster, lighter and higher.
As a class, put together a CD that has many different styles of music: classical, hip hop, rock, alternative,
showtunes, etc.
Spread out around the room and play each song for one minute. As each piece begins, let the music inform the
way your body moves around the room. You should not dance to each song. Instead think about what situation
you would be in with each song playing in the background. Are you being chased in a crowded city? Did you
just see the girl/guy of your dreams? Did you just win the big championship game?
After going through the songs, discuss the following as a class:
-How did the music affect your movement?
-Did you come up with a story for each song? What was your story?

Photos by Richard Termine

Modern-day Petrushka
In the story of Petrushka, the three puppets—the Moor, the Ballerina and Petrushka—are actually living
creatures with all the emotions and passions of humans. Once they are done performing at the carnival, they
return to their own rooms and have a life apart from the carnival. Is the movie Toy Story a modern-day version
of Petrushka? In the movie, when Andy is in the room, the toys are just plastic or fabric inanimate objects. But
when he leaves for school or dinner, the toys come to life and get into trouble on their own.
Even if you don’t play with stuffed animals, action figures or toys now, you probably did when you were
younger. Do you think your toys had a life without you in the room? What would they have done without your
supervision? Would Barbie be friends with G.I. Joe? Would Teddy be the boss of all the other toys?
Draw a picture or write a short story that tells the story of what happens when your toys and stuffed animals are
left alone and come to life.
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Theatre Etiquette
The phrase “theatre etiquette” refers to
the special rules of behavior that are called
for when attending a theatre performance.
Above all, it is important to remember that
the actors on stage can see and hear you
at the same time you can see and hear
them. Be respectful of the actors and your
fellow audience members by being attentive
and observing the general guidelines
below:
Before you go:
•

Please remember to turn off all
electronic devices (iPods, games,
etc.). It can be very distracting, not
to mention embarrassing, when a
Students at a SHAKESPEARIENCE production of Cymbeline.
Photo by Nicole Geldart.
cell phone goes off during a
performance. The lights from cell
phones and other electronic devices are also a big distraction, so please no text messaging.

•

We’re sure that you would never stick your gum underneath your chair or spill food and drinks, but
because this theatre is so new and beautiful, we ask that you spit out your gum before entering the
theatre and leave all food and drinks in the lobby or the coat check.

•

We don’t want you to miss out on any of the action of the play, so please visit the restroom before the
performance begins.

During the performance:
•

Please feel free to have honest reactions to what is happening on stage. You can laugh, applaud and
enjoy the performance. However, please don’t talk during the performance; it is extremely distracting to
other audience members and the actors. Save discussions for intermission and after the performance.

Thoughts about the importance of being an audience
member from Shakespeare Theatre Company Artistic
Director Michael Kahn
“When you go to the theatre, you are engaging with other living, breathing human
beings, having an immediate human response. In the theatre you sense that all of
this may never happen again in this particular way.
As a member of the audience, you are actually part of how that’s developing—you
have a hand in it … You are part of a community where you are asked to be
compassionate, perhaps to laugh with or grieve as well as to understand people,
lives and cultures different from your own.”
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