JENNIFER DAVEY

PUPPET STORIES
FOR CHILDREN
in the Steiner Waldorf tradition

HOW TO TELL A
PUPPET STORY

MY BACKGROUND

A brief intro to Steiner - 2

A storyteller

What you will need - 3
Audience age groups - 4
Setting the scene - 5
Audience expectations - 7
Conclusions - 8

Almost 15 years ago, when my first child was still a baby, I was fortunate
enough to meet a group of women setting up a Steiner Waldorfinspired Parent and Child Group in my local area. Although very
different from anything I had come across before, I was instantly
enchanted by the approach, and before I knew it, I was helping to run
the groups, eventually leading sessions myself. I still do to this day.
One of the aspects of a parent and child session I was particularly
mesmerised by, all those years ago, was the puppet story. This was
done at the end, right before home time, and I witnessed how the
simple story, the same one repeated week after week, had an amazing
effect on children and carers alike. We were lulled into a wonderful,
dreamy state, deeply relaxed, completely absorbed, set up for the rest
of the day and the week somehow by the gentle story quietly told.
I’d like to share with you what I have learned over the years from other
Waldorf-inspired puppet storytellers and from my own experience, that
may even inspire you to have a go, with any children you might have in
your life
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PUPPETRY IS A REMEDY AGAINST
THE RAVAGES OF CIVILIZATION.

Steiner and the puppet story
As well as many other artistic forms, Steiner set great
store by puppetry, even saying that it was the “…
remedy against the ravages of civilization”.
This becomes all the more relevant in our world one
hundred years on from when Steiner was at work,
with modern technology very much overwhelming
the young child, if we are not careful. Now, more

STEINER AND THE
PUPPET STORY
Photo: Google

A BRIEF
INTRODUCTION TO
STEINER
Rudolf Steiner, born in 1861, was passionately active in
many different contexts, from biodynamic agriculture
to eurythmy, a movement art, and many other things
besides. He became very interested in education,
setting up the first Waldorf school in 1919. It had a
focus on an integrated, holistic approach, with
imagination and creativity at its heart.
Steiner saw the first 7 years of a child’s life as
particularly important and thought that they must be
protected and nurtured most carefully at this time,
bearing in mind their stage of development. This is
seen in the Steiner approach to the puppet story too,
as we shall discover.

than ever, the simple Waldorf puppet story offers
such an antidote to the rapid-fire, 100-mile an-hour
experiences of TV and film supposedly designed for
children. The strong focus on the familiar rhythms,
the continuity of the puppetry, is extra soothing in
the context of our helter-skelter lives.
There is something deeply therapeutic about it,
which is probably why it has featured as an art form
in so many cultures for so long, but what I love about
the Waldorf approach is that it makes puppet
storytelling accessible to every one of us. We don’t
need to craft stunning, elaborate, lifelike puppets,
worked by a myriad of strings and levers, but can
become like children themselves, able to transform
the pepper pot and salt cellar from our kitchen
tables into a boy and a girl or a simple stone into a
troll under a bridge and bring them to life in the
gentlest of ways.
And if you give it a go, you may well discover, as I
have, that the effect is as powerful on the
‘puppeteer’ as it is on the audience. I am in a
beautiful trance-like state after telling one of these
puppet stories, just as I see the children and their
grown-ups are.
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The 'recipe'
I have a wonderful collection of animals, some made
of felt, some knitted, made as gifts from families, as
well as carved wooden figures from Myriad, suppliers
of beautiful toys. Even so, most connection is gained
from something we have made ourselves, and if the
children can help, all the better. Air drying clay is good
for simple puppet making. My son and I made rabbits
together and painted them for an Easter story, for
example.
As I said earlier, don’t be put off by the lack of props,

WHAT YOU WILL
NEED FOR A
WALDORF PUPPET
STORY

just use anything you have to hand! A pinecone can be
any number of things, for example, and the children
will accept it unquestioningly, filling in the gaps.
Your idea for the story, rhyme, or song you will tell
In the Waldorf tradition, you wouldn’t read out your
story from a paper, so it must be well known to you.
This is because you want to be completely absorbed in
the telling of the story, which is hindered by reading

The 'ingredients'

out. For the same reason, in this tradition, the
storyteller doesn’t usually interact with the children

The only essentials are the first 2 on the list! The rest

during the story, or even look up!

are optional.
However, there is a time and a place for everything!
1. Simple props and puppets.

For example, I am currently doing a virtual story time

2. Your idea for the story, rhyme or song you will tell.

by Zoom, and unusually, I do interact with the

3. A backdrop for setting the scene.

children during the story, asking them for their input,

4. An instrument, such as a bell or xylophone, for

because it seems to help with the medium we’re

starting/ending the story.
5. A large cloth to cover the scene, which you lift off
to reveal it.

using, and there’s so few attending, it doesn’t descend
into chaos, as it would in a normal sized toddler
group!

6. A basket for your props, where you can lovingly
place them back in at the end.
7. A candle or lantern to have lit by your side (of great
importance to Steiner).
8. Songs/rhymes learnt by heart to start and end your

The children also bring a special toy or object that
they would like me to incorporate into the story, and
in this way, they are connected to the story in a
physical way, despite the virtual nature of the session.

story, and/or to be part of the storytelling.
9. Props/puppets made with the children and their
grown-ups, so they can retell the story and join in

Your choice of content will depend on the age of the
audience, and your knowledge of them.

as you tell yours.
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Now, the story can be from five minutes to slightly
longer.
In my stories, a brother and a sister wake up, have
breakfast, go and play outside and see things, which
prompt some little songs, then get called back to tea,
before being sung a lullaby by their grandma and go
to sleep. What they see outside reflects the changing
of the seasons, playing in the fallen leaves in autumn,
for example.
A Steiner approach recommends this, as there is a
belief that children have come to earth from the spirit
world, so in their early years, they need to ground

AUDIENCE AGE
GROUPS
Babies

themselves firmly in the here-and-now before being
introduced to fantasy.

After the age of 3
Depending on the child, you can start introducing the

I tell a very short puppet story to babes in arms, from

gentlest of fairy tales. I’m very wary of Goldilocks

just a few weeks old: a short song, a minute or two

nowadays, after finding that some young children are

long, using just two or three little animals, for

traumatised by it!

example. It’s amazing how absorbed they can be from
such a young age, and it’s so therapeutic for the

Now the stories can be therapeutic in new ways:

grown-ups too, who often feel the greatest need to be

gentle guides. There’s The Magic Porridge Pot, which

nurtured and cared for at this time of extreme care

teaches of the power of kindness, The Little Red Hen,

giving.

in which the unhelpful friends can make amends, The
Enormous Turnip, where teamwork gets the job done,

0-4 years

and so on. Traditional stories like The Gingerbread
Man or Chicken Little are usually much loved. They

For this age group, certainly to the age of 3, I would

have a strong element of rhythm and repetition within

tell stories based in the real world, with no make-

them.

believe element at all.

PAGE 4

Less well-known stories have become part of my
repertoire through the Waldorf influence:
Stone Soup is a European folk story in which
hungry strangers convince the people of a town to
each share a small amount of their food in order to
make a meal that everyone enjoys and
demonstrates the value of sharing.
The Apple Star is magical, representing the hidden
beauty at the heart of everything.
The Rainbow Bridge for birthdays and for coming
to terms with bereavement, telling the story of the
crossing over from the spirit world to the physical
world and back. Regardless of whether we take this
literally or as metaphor, it is reassuring, healing and
restorative.
Beyond the age of 4, the Brothers Grimm Fairy Stories

change voices for different characters very much.
When moving the figures, do this carefully and
lovingly, without hurry. Pick each one up with
reverence.

can start to feature, with their old imagery, and
archetypal themes speaking to the soul.

Frame your story

Framing your story with the same songs or rhymes in

SETTING THE SCENE
A backdrop
I am lucky enough to have been gifted a beautiful
story mat, wet felted by the children and their grownups at the group where I volunteered for years.
However, when I need to be very mobile and practical,
like outdoors, I just use a brown tablecloth for the
earth, a blue scarf as a river, and green tea towel as
fields, or just the ground!

whichever way suits you will become familiar and
much-loved by the children. Our voice is our first
instrument, and more important than our skill at
singing, is if we use it with heart warmth.
I ‘inherited’ the following song:
A call to story time, with the story time song. I can
walk among the children as I sing this, to gather them
around Pied Piper-like.
‘Story time, story time, follow me,

Steiner Waldorf kindergartens use coloured silks a lot,

Take a seat, settle down,

and they make the most versatile and wonderful of

Let’s all see.’

playthings too, so I would highly recommend these if
you have lots of opportunities to enjoy them with

Have a familiar place and a familiar seating

children (or vegan alternatives).

arrangement.

Other Aspects of Steiner Waldorf Puppet

Use an instrument to mark the start. When the

Stories

children are seated, I play my pentatonic xylophone
and always play the same tune. NB: The joy of a

Use a calm delivery

Use a gentle, understated voice. Avoid over-

pentatonic instrument is that whatever you play
sounds beautiful and harmonious. It can simply be the
ringing of a bell, though!

dramatisation. In this tradition, we don’t tend to
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A gentle end to the story: In my stories, Grandma sings
them a lullaby, and then I do the following rhyme for
putting away all the props and puppets back into my
story basket:
‘No more work and no more play
Every toy is put away
Ended is another day
Then goodnight.
Drink your milk or white and creamy
Have your bath all warm and steamy
Close your eyes all tired and dreamy
Then goodnight.
From their holes the mice are creeping

This is followed by a journey into the story land with

From the windows the stars are peeping

this:

Your soft bed all white for sleeping
Then goodnight.’

‘I can see a rainbow shining red, green, gold and
blue,
And I would like to climb it now, with you, and you
(name) and you (name) and you (name) (indicate
each child and grown-up with your hand),
Into a story land…’

At this point, I spread out the story mat. Some people
remove a cover, as mentioned above.
Then I narrate the elements I am adding as props and
puppets to the story as I gently place them on my
‘stage’. I bring these out of my story basket. Some
people have the scene already assembled with all
parts laid out.

Then I sing the goodbye song:
‘Goodbye now, goodbye now, it’s time for us to say go
home,
Goodbye now, goodbye now, we’ll see you all next
time.
Goodbye.’

And that is how the session ends.
NB: You will find the tunes for all of the songs in my
‘How to…’ video, which demonstrates all the features
mentioned, but choose whatever resonates with you.

‘Here in our story land is an old oak tree, a little
yellow house…’

The ‘stage’: I sit on the ground with the story mat in
front of me, but you can use a low table, as long as the
children can see.

For the youngest children, I always frame my story
with the two little children and their getting up and
going to bed at the end, even if there’s another story
included within it.
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Don’t fear repetition

Contrary to what we might think, your audience won’t
tire of the same story, told in the same way, day after
day, week after week. In a Steiner Waldorf
Kindergarten, the same story is told every day for a
whole lunar month. My stories change to be relevant
to the seasons/celebrations of the time of year, but
that is often a slow unfolding, so can be gradual. The
children will look forward with delight to the same
stories appearing next year to fit with the seasons.

EXPECTATIONS
FROM THE
AUDIENCE

However, if you are doing a story for very young
children, there will be some who don’t want to sit still
for it, and that is fine. The best thing the grown-ups
can do is be an example of attentive listening. As the
storyteller, I sometimes give an unsettled child a

Having a ‘breathing in’ and ‘breathing out’ rhythm to a

puppet to hold during the telling, which can be

session, or a day, naturally helps with all aspects of life,

enough to settle them. I invite the grown up to allow

but especially with young children. It’s helpful to have

the child to be a little apart if they are making noise

story time after free play, preferably outdoors, which is

or movement that is disruptive to the others.

‘breathing out’ time. Then the children, and grownups, are often ready for a time of ‘breathing in’,

The amazing thing that so many parents remark upon

settling without trouble, for a calm, snuggly time

is that it can seem like a child is not paying any

watching the story. When the children are familiar

attention during story time, but then they are found

with the pattern of a session and recognise the songs

re-enacting the stories and songs in their own play at

and movement that indicate the transition from free

a later time. Children are usually absorbing far more

play to story time, then the transition will be easier.

than we give them credit for.
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‘HE SPACE BETWEEN THE
INHALATION AND THE
EXHALATION …IS THE SPACE
WHERE THE SOUL FORCES LIVE.

This may partly explain the magic of the puppet story,
existing in a special space.

IIn addition, the stories may have their messages, with
the characters demonstrating kindness, gratitude, and
so on, but in Steiner tradition, perhaps most important
is the way that you as puppet story teller are acting as
a role model for the audience. In the way that we
welcome and honour each person at the start of the
story, the way that we treat each puppet and prop
with the utmost reverence, we are demonstrating a
way of being towards each other and our environment
worthy of being imitated. The power of this cannot be
underestimated.
Finally, the repetitive nature of the story telling means

CONCLUSIONS
The Steiner approach

that this sense can become embodied in the children
and their grown-ups, deeply and profoundly,
becoming a much-needed ‘remedy’ in their lives.

If we can see, as a Steiner approach teaches us, that
our days are filled with moments of ‘breathing in’ and
‘breathing out’, then the puppet story can be
perceived as the pause in between, where they are
perfectly balanced:
‘The space between the inhalation and the exhalation
is the space where the soul forces live’ (Bonnie
Romanow, Parenting with Heart, 2004).
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