Kleist’s “On the Puppet Theater”: Wisdom
from a Taoist Perspective
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Heinri¢h von Kleist, the nineteenth-century German writer, is best known for his
plays, such as Robert Guiscard and The Prince of Homburg, and his short stories, like
Michael Kohlhaas and The Earthquake in Chile. However, Kleist’s plays and short stories
do not provide a definitive statement of his philosophical point of view. It is only when
one reads Kleist’s essay, “On the Puppet Theater,” which Thomas Mann has described as
“a brilliant piece of philosophical discourse,” that a clearer view of Kleist’s philosophy
begins to emerge.! Speaking of this work, which was written in 1810, the noted writer,
Hugo von Hofmannsthal, boasted that “no one...has produced so pretty a piece of
philosophy, so sparkling with intelligence and charm, as Kleist’s essay on marionettes.” ?

A recent analysis of “On the Puppet Theater” claimed that the eassy fell squarely
“within the context of Occidental philosophical thought.”®* Although I do not deny that
Kleist’s philosophical perspective shares a good deal in common with classic Western
thought, it is my contention that one can find even move elements from the Eastern
philosophical tradition in “On the Puppet Theater.” [ believe that Kleist’s essay is replete
with ideas which can be found readily in Taoist philosophy, but not in the intellectual
heritage of the West. My goal, then, is to demonstrate that the unique viewpoint conveyed
by Taoist works, such as the Tao Te Ching, the Chuang Tzu, and the Lieh Tzu, is the same
as that articulated by Kleist in “On the Puppet Theater”.

In the Kleist essay, a conversation takes place between; two persons — Mr. C., a
dancer, and Kleist himself.* At first, Kleist is confused and skeptical when Mr.C. favourably
compares the physical skill of a marionette controlled by mechanical crank to that of a
professional dancer. However, as the dialogue progresses, Kleist soon arrives at the same
point of view as Mr. C. Their shared conviction is that dancers are inferior to marionettes
because humans possess self-consciousness and vanity which are barriers to both physical
grace and spiritual harmony.

For Kleist and Mr. C., every involuntary movement is beautiful, while any action
involving reflection or reason is distorted. Since only a human is capable of reflective
thought, they believe a dancer can never be the equal of a puppet. Thus Kleist, in his essay,
regards spontaneity as being of supreme importance.

Taoism holds the same view as Kleist on the great importance of spontaneity. For
the Taoist, one must always reflect things like a mirror, and react to them like an echo,
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without resorting to any intermediate thought. In both the Chuang Tzu and the Lieh Tzu,
the flawless performance is said to occur only when one, similar to the puppet, has done
something without really knowing how it has been done.’

Mr. C. manages to convince Kleist in their dialogue that the puppet’s spontaneity
saves it from affectation which all professional dancers possess. By affection, Mr.C. means
being concerned about the effect which one’s performance has on others. He argues that
affectation lends to a type of gracelessness which makes it possible for professional dancers
to hurt themselves. Giving a specific examples, Mr. C. mentions a calculated ballet maneuver
by Madame P. where the performer’s “soul settles in the vertebrae of the small of her back;
she bends over as though about to break in two.”®

Taoism also believes that it is affectation which brings about bodily harm. For the
Taoist, when one starts thinking about the effect produced upon others, it is only then that
one acts without self-assurance and harm can come one’s way. Commenting on human
perfection, the Chuang Tzu states that it is acting “like a mirror, going after nothing,
welcoming nothing, responding but not storing.”” By doing so, it makes it possible for one
to be like the puppet and “win out over all things,” yet not hurt oneself.?

In adopting Mr. C.’s philosophical position, Kleist declares that the only time human
beings can achieve the high physical grace of a mechanically controlled puppet is when
they find themselves in a state of innocence or naivete. On this issue, Kleist tells Mr. C. of
a youth he had known who, on his first attempt, was able to assume the exact same pose as
the “famous statue called the Spinario, the youth removing a thorn from his foot.”® However,
. on successive tries, the adolescent was not able to duplicate his initial pose since he had
become self-conscious of his every movement.

For the Taoist, a great emphasis is also placed upon naivete as a way to achieve
perfection. On this matter, the Tao Te Ching asserts:

In non-action nothing remains not done.
The realm can only be attained

if one remains free of busy-ness.

The busy are not fit

To attain the realm. '°

By non-action, the Taoist does not have in mind idleness or inertia, but a total
receptiveness to the fundamental laws of the universe. This total receptiveness comes
naturally to the naive, for, like the marionette, they possess a “consciousness on which no
impression has been notched.”!

Kleist’s “On the Puppet Theater,” by extolling the qualities of spontaneity and naivete,
was certainly not rebelling against Western Philosophical tradition. After all, Rousseau
had made similar claims in his writings. What distinguished Kleist from other Western
thinkers, however, was that perhaps he alone supported the notion that a mechanically
controlled marionette, being both spontaneous and naive, deserved to be put on a higher
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physical plane than a human being. One simply daes not find this notion in pre nineteenth-
century Western philosophical writing,

On the other hand, there does exist in Taoist writing the idea that a machine is of a
higher cosmic order than an ordinary human being. As stated previously, the Taoist believes
that there ought not to be a sense of self-consciousness which prevents our actions from
achieving perfection. It therefore follows that a marionette run by a mindless machine will
fit this guideline exactly, since it makes all of its movements without a concomitant sense
of self-awareness. Indeed, the Lieh Tzu supports this very notion when it says:

The highest man at rest is as though dead, in movement is like a machine. He
knows neither why he is at rest nor why he is not, why he is in movement nor why he is not.
He neither changes his feelings and expression because ordinary people are watching nor
fails to change them because ordinary people are not watching, 2

Near the end of “On the Puppet Theater,” Mr. C. summarizes the philosophical
position held by Kleist and himself. He declares, “Grace ... appears most purely in that
bodily form that has either no consciousness at all or an infinite one, which is to say either
in a puppet or a god.”"

The view that a thing, like a puppet, could be elevated to the same spiritual level as
a god was absolutely alien to pre nineteenth-century Western thinkers. Immanual Kant,
whom many people consider to be the greatest of modern philosophers, typified the Western
attitude when he said of such a notion that it was “monstrous,” and that it represented
“misbehaviour” because “nothingness, truly conceived, is a concept which annihilates all
understanding and in which thought itself arrives at its end.*

It was only in Kleist’s “On the Puppet Theater” and in the philosophy of Taoism
that the “not-being” endowed with religious sanctity, could reach such a godly stature. By
this I mean the Taoist, similar to Kleist, argues that while an ordinary human being is a
mechanism without a spirit inside of it; a thing, because it achieves the perfection of the
Divine, must necessarily have an internal spirit controlling it. Commenting on the inherent
godliness of things, the Taoist sage, Chuang Chan (4" century A.D.), declared:

The achievements of Creation are extremely subtle, so that all the myriad
varieties of things are developed, and their activities are boundless.... How
can it mean that a thing does not have a spirit controlling it? This is very
much mistaken.?

Hopefully, I have now demonstrated the strong overlap that has existed — but at the
same time has been ignored — between the Kleistian philosophy of “On the Puppet Theater”
and the philosophical writings of Taoism.' In comparing these two viewpoints, [ believe
appropriate evidence has been provided to support my thesis that Kleist’s conception of
things really falls more within the context of Eastern philosophy than within the Occidental
framework.
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