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Transgressing Illusion and Reality: The Educational Intentions
in Theodor Storm’s Paul the Puppeteer (Pole Poppenspiiler)

Osamu NAKAMURA

Abstract

Paul the Puppeteer (1874) is a story told by an anonymous storyteller remembering an incident 40 years
ago. He reminisces about the life story of his master, old friend, master craftsman and mechanical engineer
Paul Paulsen. The sole purpose of this book into reflects on this life story, as remembered in all its details by
the narrator. The nickname “Paul the Puppeteer” is derogatory of Paulsen, who reacted furious when he first
encountered this expression, even though it puppeteering represented a major shift in his life and according to
him “was the best thing life gave him.”

Paulsen’s story begins with his first encounter of the wandering puppeteer family Tendler in his hometown in
northern Germany. Paul is instantly lost in the illusive world of puppeteering, so much that he has difficulty to
conform to the stringent social rules and expectations in a small rural town.

One day as he ventures at the backstage of the theater and accidentally breaks the lead role marionette
“Kasperl”. He realizes the hidden emptiness and fragile beauty behind all the theatrical illusion. Although the
marionette Kasperl is fragile by nature, it keeps vitality and liveliness on stage. Kasperl does not only symbolize
the ambivalent nature of the art but also represents a bonding element which brings people in different worlds
together and presents them with a platform to experience friendship and to trust and embrace love. In the story
Paul takes an interest in Lisei the vital and lovely daughter of the family. Paul as the son of a respected craftsman
in an urban society breaks tradition dealing with Lisei the daughter of wandering artists moving around the
world. Their lifestyle is so different from the customs and expectations so familiar to him. Paul and Lisei
experience love and understanding in this fusion of worlds, which is unknown territory for both. In connection
with the tragic destiny of the puppeteer Joseph Tendler the author explicitly emphasizes his instructive and
educational intentions during the moving events in this fascinating story.

Key words: Theodor Storm, Paul the Puppeteer, educational intentions, Kasperl, Puppeteer



