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Medieval slapstick 'Punch and Judy Show' hits Plattsburgh State

By ROBIN CAUDELL, Staff Writer

PLATTSBURGH -- Mr. Punch is a centuries-old testament that you can't keep a bad man down.
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Peter Smith, “Dr. Smith,” displays his classic Punch and Judy puppets. (Staff Photo/Rob Fountain)
 

The Plattsburgh State Theatre Department presents "Dr. Smith's Punch and Judy Show" on Tuesday.

In Dr. Smith's show promo, he writes: "It's shocking! It's terrible! It should be banned! Long live Mr. Punch!"

When he's not immersed in 15th-century slapstick, Dr. Smith, aka Peter Smith, is a research consultant.

Thirty-three years ago as a graduate student, he paid his way through college as a "Punchman," manipulating glove puppets at the seashore, parks and parties in the United Kingdom. He carved his first set from oak, something he still does in his workshop.

"The reason why I love Punch is because he's vital and funny," said Smith, who lives in Princeton, N.J. "He's alive and very humorous. The humor is very attractive, but it's black humor. It's not everybody's taste."

Mr. Punch hails from the 15th-century Italian clown Pulcinella, a character in the Commedia Dell'Arte. In England, Pulcinella birthed Pantomime and the Punch and Judy Show. Pre-nuptial festivities for King Charles II included a puppet play featuring Pulcinella, whose name was Anglicized to Punchinello, then Mr. Punch.

Smith learned the art from professor Michael Byrom on the south coast of England. Byrom is the author of "Punch and Judy: Its Origins and Evolution" (1972), "Punch in the Italian Puppet Theatre (1983) and "The Puppet Theatre in Antiquity" (1996).

"Punchmen" are historically known as professors. Since Smith holds a doctorate, he prefers Dr. Smith over Professor Smith, which he found uncomfortable as a graduate student in Aberdeen, Scotland.

Since motion is limited inside the glove puppet, Mr. Punch and his motley cast of characters can talk, kiss and fight, the latter which they do almost exclusively.

"Punch is an incorrigible mischief maker. He fights with everyone. Kids love it. Parents are less enthusiastic. Parents tell their children to use words not sticks but unfortunately Punch uses sticks."

The stick, split down the middle, makes a slapping sound when struck against surfaces, hence the comedy genre, slapstick.

Mr. Punch is very physical, and he's downright ugly in a puppet sort of way. He hits Judy, tosses his baby out the window and tricks up the law. 

Mr. Punch's comedic brilliance doesn't translate across the Atlantic. In America, there is not the Victorian seaside tradition of watching the shows on holiday. In the United States, shows are more of a one-time event than part of the cultural fabric. In Europe, "Punch and Judy" is still performed in parks, halls and markets.

"This is not a family values show. This is the antithesis of family values."

A purist, Smith adheres to the centuries-old script rather than watering it down to puppet vaudeville as do many Punchmen-wannabes.

"The violence is diluted. It doesn't hold people's attention. It doesn't strike any deep chord."

Mr. Punch, Smith feels, is cathartic for children. He allows them to tap their inner devil.

"He is a release for all of their mischief," Smith said. "They have mixed, ambiguous feelings about him. They love him, but he's bad."

E-mail Robin Caudell at: rcaudell@pressrepublican.com 
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