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Kathrin Hettrich & Leslie Fried 

Adapting Life & Times of Michael K: J. M. Coetzee’s Novel and the 

Handspring Puppet Company 

[Leslie Fried:] A man and a wooden puppet are sitting next to each other on a bench. 

The puppet is about half the size of the man. The man pulls out a sandwich and hands 

it to the puppet. From behind the puppet, one of three puppeteers reaches for the 

sandwich and takes a bite. He passes it on to his colleague, who also takes a bite and 

hands it to the third puppeteer, who finishes it. After all, puppets do not eat sand-

wiches. The three men then proceed with moving the puppet together, one of them 

lending his voice to the puppet character, saying the words which the latter is sup-

posedly saying. The other two are moving different parts of the wooden body. The 

man on the bench and the puppet go on with their conversation as if nothing had 

happened. 

[Kathrin Hettrich:] This is quite the unusual scene for the eyes of a German theatre 

audience. On the 17th of June 2021, the theatre adaptation of J.M. Coetzee’s Life & 

Times of Michael K premiered in Cape Town, South Africa, and was available for 

German and international audiences via a livestream provided by Düsseldorfer 

Schauspielhaus and Festival Theater der Welt. In this podcast, we want to talk about 

this unique production. We began working on this podcast in the context of the sem-

inar »Borderlands: Performative Acts Across Language, Culture and Media« at the 

Department of English and American studies of Heinrich Heine University Düssel-

dorf.  

[LF:] In the seminar, we explored different kinds of boundaries and the possibility 

of their crossing, but also the ways in which some artworks travel from medium to 

medium, in the case of Michael K: from novel to a very specific kind of stage adap-

tation. We read Coetzee’s novel, which was published in 1983, and we watched the 

premiere of the stage adaptation in South Africa. We also had the chance to talk to 

some people involved in the production both in South Africa and Germany. For our 

podcast specifically, we talked to Felicitas Zürcher, who was involved in the staging 

of the play and part of the cooperation of the two theatre companies.  

But first: What is Life & Times of Michael K about? The novel tells the story of 

Michael, a social outcast, who struggles through life in a South Africa that is torn 

apart by a civil war. He lives in Cape Town and stays with his sick mother, who 

wants to return to the farm she grew up on one last time. On their tedious journey, 

Michael’s mother dies, and he is left alone to deal with the uncertainties of life and 

the conditions of the war. 

To answer some questions about the adaptation of the play and its narrative tech-

niques, we talked to Felicitas Zürcher. She was the head dramaturg at Düsseldorfer 

Schauspielhaus when the cooperation with the South African director Lara Foot, the 

Handspring Puppet Company, and Festival Theater der Welt was in the planning 
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stages for the festival in 2020. However, this festival was cancelled in the end due 

to the Covid-19 pandemic. A hybrid version was realized in 2021 and involved the 

performance of Michael K, adapted and adjusted to the new situation. 

 

The Challenges of Adapting Life & Times of Michael K for the Stage 

We first talked about the specific challenges in adapting this particular novel for the 

stage. Life & Times of Michael K by Lara Foot and the Handspring Puppet Company 

is a mix of puppet theatre on the one hand and narrative theatre on the other. The 

reasons for choosing these particular conventions lie partially in the features of the 

novel itself. 

Even though, according to our interviewee Felicitas Zürcher, any text—even a phone 

book—could theoretically be adapted for the stage and turned into a proper theatre 

play, it is also true that some literary features call for specific modes of transfer. 

There are novels and texts with lots of dialogue, so you can focus on that when 

you are doing an adaptation for the stage. […] Michael K has very little dia-

logue, […] which means that you need other ideas for the transfer from text to 

stage. From an early point on, Lara Foot’s idea has been to make use of an old 

tradition of narrative theatre in South Africa, where characters on stage narrate 

stories for the audience.1 

In a text in which dialogue and the verbal interactions between characters play a 

minor role, one must also focus more on the things that happen, on actual events, 

Felicitas Zürcher says. 

The use of puppets raises many questions. Choosing it was, according to Felicitas 

Zürcher, inspired partly by pragmatic considerations. At first, the distinct description 

and characterization of the protagonist Michael K in the novel had to be taken into 

account: 

It was clear from the start that the character of Michael K could not just be 

played by any actor, because Michael K is characterized in such a specific 

way. He is defined by the fact that he belongs to a specific community in South 

Africa, by his disfigurement, and by the way in which society treats him. No 

matter where he goes, he always remains a complete outsider, an outcast, so it 

was obvious that we couldn’t just pick someone from the cast. That we needed 

to come up with something special to present this special character.2 

One of the passages from the novel that characterize Michael K is the following: 

»The first thing the midwife noticed about Michael K when she helped him out of 

his mother into the world was that he had a hare lip. The lip curled like a snail’s foot, 

the left nostril gaped.«3 

Here, the one physical feature that marks Michael K is described. As it is the first 

thing we learn about the protagonist, right in the beginning of the novel, it is crucial 
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for the way we imagine the character. But even more importantly, this physical fea-

ture shapes Michael K’s experience in the world, the encounters he has with people. 

His hare lip strongly influences the way they interact with him. 

Should Michael K therefore be represented by a puppet? A puppet which the 

puppeteer can form freely according to a specific description? Basil Jones, one of 

the founders of the Handspring Puppet Company, emphasizes that the somewhat 

pragmatic reason of solving the problem to find an actor who fits the physical de-

scription of Michael K was by far not the only motivation for the use of puppets: 

Michael K has a severe hare lip, so it’s easier to make a puppet with a hare lip 

than make a prosthetic hare lip for an actor. But that’s not the real reason why 

we’re doing Michael K as a puppet play; it’s something more than that. The 

puppet is a prosthesis of the self – like an artificial limb. I think we feel that 

only a prosthesis can truly represent an individual as dignified, otherworldly, 

and complex as the character of Michael K that Coetzee has invented.4   

We think that the use of a puppet furthermore emphasizes the distance between au-

dience and character while on the other hand opening up a space for imagination, 

projection and interpretation. Felizitas Zürcher describes it as follows: 

It’s basically what is called the magic moment in theatre. Even though you 

know and see that it is a puppet, you develop a great deal of empathy. In my 

opinion, this worked extremely well with Michael K. Probably it is precisely 

because he is impersonated by a puppet, that people feel so connected to him, 

because the puppet creates a certain distance, and this distance can then be 

overcome by using your own imagination in that magic moment. 

The cards are on the table, everything is displayed openly, as if this was theatre 

in its original state. You see the puppet players, you see that somebody else is 

talking, not the puppet, but you still believe it. […] It is almost like a small 

miracle, every time. For me, this also addresses the very art of theatre on so 

many levels.5 

In the interview, Zürcher also remembers the scene in which the puppet players share 

a sandwich, the section in the novel when Michael K meets an empathetic stranger 

who offers him food because Michael is obviously craving something to eat. 

The body height is not the same: Michael K is much smaller than the actors, 

but it still works. It was brilliant, for instance, in that scene where the man 

offers Michael his sandwich: the three puppet players, or rather the two puppet 

players and the actor who is speaking Michael K’s part, eat that sandwich to-

gether. I find that a great opportunity when working with puppets, that you can 

display the means, the technique openly, but the disclosure will not ruin the 

illusion.6 

Maybe it is exactly because the puppet is so obviously not »real« or »realistic« that 

the audience members need to engage with it more actively, use their own imagina-

tion, give in to the illusion, and thereby reinforce the »agreement« between audience 

and performers, the so-called fictional pact. 
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Another interesting aspect concerning 

the use of puppets is the fact that only 

some of the characters in Life & 

Times of Michael K are »played« by 

puppets: Michael, his mother, three 

children, and a goat which Michael 

hunts down in order to eat it. All other 

figures are played by human actors. 

The production of one puppet takes at 

least two months. In the case of 

Michael K, the puppeteers at Hand-

spring Puppet Company made use of 

the extra time they had after the 

premiere was postponed due to the 

Covid-19 Pandemic and proceeded 

with working on the puppets. The 

forced pandemic break enabled them 

to give the puppets that were repre-

senting the characters of Michael K 

and his mother even more detail. 

But the lengthy production process 

was not the reason why only some of 

the characters were turned into puppets. Rather, according to Felicitas Zürcher, the 

intention was to turn those into puppets whose relationship to Michael K is in a way 

distinct, the characters with whom he is on the same level, the characters that he 

feels connected to in a way that differs from the way he relates to the rest of the 

world, and who relate to him in a way that is different from how the rest of the world 

does. In one scene, Michael kills a goat as he is hungry but finds that he is unable to 

eat it because he feels some kind of connection to the animal. Hence, it makes sense 

that the goat should – like Michael K – be represented by a puppet.     

Which characters are played by puppets, then, has been determined by the way the 

protagonist relates to them. The use of puppets therefore also serves the purpose of 

displaying a web of relations, or more precisely, Michael K’s relationships with the 

animate world and how he perceives them.  

The performance has triggered our interest in the very specific art and craftsmanship 

it relies on. We wanted to know more about the Handspring Puppet Company, its 

history and meaning. 

  

Michael K with three children. Life & Times of 

Michael K dir. Lara Foot (2021) 

© Sophia MacPherson 
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The History of the Handspring Puppet Company 

[KH:] One of the puppeteers who could be seen on stage in the production was Craig 

Leo. He and the designer of the puppets, Adrian Kohler, are both known to be among 

the world’s best in their fields, which is why it is safe to say that Life & Times of 

Michael K presented »world-class puppet theatre.« In Germany, and many other 

contexts, puppet theatre for adults is not well-known as an art form. So, it is worth 

taking a brief look at the history of puppetry in South Africa and the history of the 

Handspring Puppet Company.  

In South Africa, puppetry is a thriving contemporary art form which can be seen in 

theatre, in television, even in education and therapy formats. 

Looking at the history of puppetry in South Africa, many articulated figures in mu-

seums show that puppetry predates colonial influence. However, according to the 

Handspring Puppet Company’s website, »cross pollination between European, 

African and Eastern forms of puppetry have contributed [...] to much more complex 

interdisciplinary performance styles that define South African puppetry in the 21st 

century.«7 

In 1981, a group of art students founded the Handspring Puppet Company, and the 

company has since then been growing under the leadership of Artistic Director 

Adrian Kohler and Executive Producer Basil Jones. In the late 1980s and early 

1990s, they began to work with directors of regular stage theatre. Such works as 

Faustus in Africa, and Ubu and the Truth Commission in collaboration with artist 

William Kentridge have been touring internationally since 1991. 

The most noteworthy 

feature of the com-

pany’s work—and 

not only a feature of 

the production of Life 

& Times of Michael 

K—is the fact that the 

puppeteers are very 

visible on stage. They 

are not trying to blend 

into the background 

by wearing black clothes, for instance, as is often the case. 

The South-African author, literary scholar and director Jane Taylor has been study-

ing puppet theatre for several years and has written two plays for the Handspring 

Puppet Company. She describes the company’s style as a »somewhat unorthodox 

interpretation of Japanese Bunraku puppetry.«8 In Bunraku, the puppeteers are visi-

ble on stage, yet often concealed by wearing black and having a cloth cover their 

faces. 

Michael K, his mother, and their puppeteers. Life & Times of Michael K 

dir. Lara Foot (2021) © Sandra Then 
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South African puppetry hence shows a different and complex approach to represen-

tation and subjectivity on stage. 

So, why did this style become so popular in South Africa from the 1980s onwards? 

Jane Taylor draws attention to the fact that in the 1980s, the divisive system of Apart-

heid was at its height in South Africa; resistance movements within the country did 

not subscribe to the bourgeois understanding of individualism that they saw reflected 

in the ways of life of the white ruling classes. Instead, they modelled concepts of 

selfhood along collectivist lines.9 

When they started out, the members of the Handspring Puppet Company soon real-

ized what could be gained by highlighting the collectivity of the subject by actually 

keeping the puppeteers visible on stage. According to Jane Taylor, it shows that there 

is an »all but invisible serving class that maintains and sustains the life force of the 

puppets, as well as the figures that they embody.«10 In the political climate in the 

South-Africa of the 1980s, the audience welcomed this political and aesthetic choice 

that effectively emphasized that this serving class does indeed exist. 

Apart from its theatre productions, the Handspring Puppet Company is also espe-

cially known for its giant puppets. A recent project, The Walk, for instance, is an 

ongoing public art event in which the giant puppet of a refugee girl walks 8,000 

kilometres in total from the Turkey-Syria border through Europe to the UK—a pro-

ject which has been called »one of the most ambitious live artworks ever staged.«11 

 

The Company’s Aesthetics/Politics and Life & Times of Michael K 

Knowing about the company’s approach to subjectivity and representation allows us 

to see the production and the interpretation of the figure of Michael K in a new light. 

First of all, Jane Taylor calls attention to the fact that in Western culture and philo-

sophical tradition there is this ideal of radical agency, of ideal autonomy. This makes 

the idea that someone is being a puppet something that is deeply negative. Our per-

ception of the play hence may be somewhat biased. In a review of the play, Sascha 

Westphal, a German journalist reviewing the play after its streaming at Düsseldorfer 

Schauspielhaus, wrote, for instance, that a puppet is ideal for the representation of 

Michael K because he is an outcast, a plaything, someone who does not have control 

over what happens to him.12 However, we think that there is more to it. 

In the novel, Michael K remains this somewhat obscure, mysterious figure. Espe-

cially in the second section of the novel, we only learn what happens to him through 

the perspective of a medical officer at a work camp, where Michael is at one point 

being detained. As Jane Taylor puts it, »puppets [, too,] reaffirm the profoundly me-

diated nature of human subjectivity.«13 



Kathrin Hettrich & Leslie Fried: Adapting Life & Times of Michael K 

 
47 

At the beginning of the play, the puppet of Michael K is carried onto the stage 

wrapped in a blanket. As the figure of Michael emerges from the blanket, the human 

characters and the puppeteers breathe with him, like a chorus. This thing, the puppet, 

is becoming a being through the triad of human performers, inanimate object and 

audience—via the fictional pact. 

Throughout the play, the puppeteers are always clearly visible. In a discussion of 

another play staged by the Handspring Puppet Company, called Ubu and the Truth 

Commission, Jane Taylor states, »It is through the intense gaze into the face of the 

puppet that the audience is led (via the puppeteer) back into the puppet.«14 In the 

staging of Life & Times of Michael K we saw streamed via Düsseldorfer Schauspiel-

haus, now, one puppeteer, the one who mainly voiced Michael K, indeed gazed in-

tensely into the puppet’s face. The other puppeteer who operated Michael's upper 

body, however, always looked straight ahead. This mirrors the directionality of our 

understanding of the self—we understand ourselves by looking inward and outward 

at the same time. 

There is one scene in which Michael K fights off several strangers who bully him. 

The puppeteer who mainly voices Michael leaves the puppet, goes to the centre of 

the stage and engages in a physical fight with the bullies who are played by human 

actors. Is Michael now unable to fend for himself? Or is this a representation—fa-

cilitated by the physical limits of the puppet—of the way one characteristic of his 

multifaceted being dominates in this fight? 

[LF:] In this podcast, we took a closer look at an unusual adaptation of J.M. 

Coetzee’s Life & Times of Michael K for the stage. The play staged by Lara Foot 

and the Handspring Puppet Company raised general questions about the adaptability 

of the work, the art of theatre itself and about enactments, or embodiments, of sub-

jectivity and collectivity. We were lucky to have had the chance to speak to Felicitas 

Zürcher of Düsseldorfer Schauspielhaus, who gave us valuable insights into her 

work and her understanding of this complex stage production. We realized that 

puppetry is an underappreciated art form here in Germany and found out how the 

use of puppets in the play opened up paths to a deeper understanding of Life & Times 

of Michael K. And yet, we may never be able to fully grasp all there is to this fasci-

nating work and its protagonist. 
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