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C S Forester – a Puppeteer? 

 

Introduction: 

If you look through a full list of books written by C S Forester, you will notice one particular 
book title that appears not to fit in and that is very much out of character from his usual 
writings. The book is not a novel, biography, play or a travel volume. It is an instruction book 
for a hobby, that of making, and performing with, puppets. Its title is Marionettes at Home 
and it was published in 1936. By contrast, the CSF book published before this one was The 
African Queen and the immediate ones that followed included The General and then the 
first three Hornblower books, The Happy Return, A Ship of the Line and Flying Colours. 
Marionettes was one of his first books published by Michael Joseph, as were almost all CSF’s 
subsequent books. So what made him write this book in the first place when his other books 
were so different? He wrote over fifty books including a few specifically for children but this 
one does stand out on the list as a bit of an oddity. 

 

Puppetry – a Brief Background: 

To find out more about this “oddity”, I contacted an old school friend and a leading British 
authority on marionettes and puppetry, Mr David Currell. He has written several books on 
this subject. He told me that “in the Victorian era, English puppet companies toured the 
globe carrying large theatres for elaborate productions and, towards the end of the 19th 
century, they were widely considered the best in the world. Their puppets were jointed 
figures operated from above by wires, rods or strings, i.e. marionettes”. For thousands of 
years, puppets have been an entertainment for adults in most parts of the world. There are 
many traditional forms and it is only since it went into the Victorian fairgrounds and 
pleasure gardens that it started to be regarded by some as “only for children”. The public’s 
interest in puppetry continued into the twentieth century, especially between the wars, and 
CSF would have seen many such performances. Puppets were among the first 
entertainments that appeared on British television during the 1930’s. During that period, 
many books on the subject appeared and CSF’s book was one of them. He was by no means 
the only writer to take an interest in puppetry.  My source tells me that artists and 
musicians ranging from Moliere, Cocteau, Klee, Mozart, Goethe, Lorca and particularly 
George Bernard Shaw have all been attracted to this art form.  

 

The Book – Marionettes at Home: 

You can still buy copies of Marionettes at Home online, with prices in the region of £100, or 
alternatively on Kindle. Only 1500 copies were printed making all the surviving books first 
editions. There are 192 pages with twelve chapters and an epilogue and appendix. The 
books contains eleven photographs showing the assembly of a stage, front and back, various 
puppets being displayed and what looks like CSF and his wife, Kathleen. The chapter 
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headings clearly indicate that CSF intended the book to be taken seriously as a 
comprehensive guide to setting up and running your own puppet theatre. These headings 
include The Theatre, The Puppets, Manipulation, The Ballet, The Drama, Lighting and 
Production. The appendix is a script written by CSF for a puppet play. The front of the book’s 
dust cover shows a photograph of three puppet “ballerinas” while on the reverse there is a 
copy of an announcement used for a “Forester Marionette Performance”. The inside of the 
book’s cover states that “for some years Mr Forester has been famous among his friends for 
the entertainment provided by the Forester marionettes” and that “novelists may often be 
accused of making puppets of their characters, but in a few chapters here Mr Forester 
makes characters of his puppets”. 

CSF said in the book that he and his wife started working on preparing for a puppet theatre 
“at the end of October” (presumably in 1935) and that they gave their first professional 
performance in February (1936?). (He mentions how much his elder son, John, as a six-year-
old, enjoyed the various performances and rehearsals. John’s sixth birthday was in October 
1935). He also mentioned that during the hectic preparation period at the beginning of the 
year for their first public performance, he insisted that he was not to be interrupted by 
telephone calls. However, he wrote that he did take one call at the time from Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer “speaking on the transatlantic telephone from Hollywood”. Within a year, 
CSF was working there.  

In one chapter of the book, he goes into some detail about the making of, in what was a 
pre-plastic age, the knees and joints of a puppet so that it takes on an almost human 
attitude when placed on the ground or in a chair.  He described a well-made marionette 
with the following words: “when laid down, the marionette should look as if it had collapsed 
in a complete state of disconsolation, resembling a soldier returning from a war and finding 
that his wife has run off with another man”. He added that when he first stood a puppet up 
and then let it fall down, he was reminded of a knife fight he had once witnessed in a bar in 
Marseilles between two Catalan fishermen. One of them was eventually knocked 
unconscious by an onlooker using a bottle. “The Fisherman simply crumpled up. All his joints 
went limp together, and he crumpled in concertina fashion on the floor, ending up in a heap, 
face downwards”. This descriptive style is arguably not what you would usually expect to 
see in a manual written as a guide to puppetry but prose like this should feel quite familiar 
to those of us who know CSF’s other writing.  

In another part of the book, CSF stated that in his opinion, the “most fascinating dance to 
attempt with a puppet” was the sailor’s hornpipe and he explained in some detail how to 
manipulate a puppet to do this.  He also let himself digress in the book with a discussion of 
censorship and, of all things, a reference to D H Lawrence and Lady Chatterley’s Lover. This 
is clearly no ordinary manual about puppetry. Another interesting paragraph throws light on 
his wife’s keen participation in the interest. One of his creations was “Bertie”, a gymnastic 
puppet. “As soon as Kathleen saw (this) first performance of Bertie, she demanded – or 
rather, she took – complete charge of him. Kathleen is a gymnast herself, and she would 
trust no one else to do Bertie’s puppeteering, not even Bertie’s inventor, despite the fact that 
he was also the owner of the show and the producer and (least important) her husband”. 
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Apparently, CSF and his wife had seen a puppet show with two friends and later, sitting 
round a table at the Café Royal in London, they were sure that they could do a better show 
than the one they had seen. This resulted in him writing this book with all its detail of the 
construction and operation of a home puppet theatre with trick marionettes. Born in 1899, 
CSF as a young child would have watched puppets in marionette performances. He is likely 
to have taken puppet theatre for granted just as today’s children do with mobile phones, 
television and computers.  

 

Other References to CSF and Puppetry: 

A search through Long Before Forty, CSF’s early autobiography written in 1931, and also a 
look through two of his other semi-autobiographical pieces,  Hornblower’s London and 
Hornblower and I, will find no mention at all of any interest by him in, or experience of, 
puppetry or marionettes. Similarly, if looking through the treasure trove of articles on the 
Society’s website about CSF and his works, in all twenty-six editions of the Society’s 
Reflections, together with the Supplements and all the Reflections Online published to date, 
you will find no indication of this interest. However, CSF and marionettes are mentioned 
twice in other locations. He disappointingly wrote more than twenty five years later in 1963, 
in section 11 of Some Personal Notes, that he did not refuse the invitation to go and work in 
Hollywood because “at that moment, I was momentarily preoccupied with a minor interest – 
a mere marionette theatre”. I would suggest that this comment is at odds with the 
enthusiasm and engagement that he showed in the book when he wrote it in 1936. CSF has 
form in “cancelling” or distancing himself from some of his previously published material. 
For example, he wrote the “missing” three short Hornblower stories for magazines in the 
early 1940’s but he never formally included them in the full saga. 

One other reference can be seen in the C S Forester Society Newsletter number 5, published 
in March 2001. It reported an open meeting of the Society that took place in Berkeley, 
California on 14th October 2000: “it became a day led by improvisation – a marionette 
display by John Forester (CSF’s older son) made the family life of the Foresters in both 
London and Berkeley come alive as did the expertly handled puppet. The ballads for the 
beginning and end of a marionette show were declaimed and the mysteries of the 
performance became clear”. Unfortunately, because John Forester died in 2020, we are too 
late to ask him about the actual extent of his father’s interest in puppetry and his own 
childhood involvement. A talk given in 1999 by CSF’s younger son, George, and entitled 
“Growing up with Horatio Hornblower”, made no mention of watching marionettes at home 
as a child. 

 

Conclusion: 

Apart from the book, we are therefore left with little direct evidence elsewhere to explain 
what, to most CSF enthusiasts, was his surprising interest in this art form. Perhaps he had 
begun writing most of Marionettes at Home some time before it was eventually published 
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when he felt that it was time for it to see the light of day with his readers. He undoubtedly 
took puppetry seriously at that time as not only another art form but also as an engaging 
hobby with his friends and family. As it was part of his family and home life, he probably 
considered it a private matter. Perhaps his new publisher was more encouraging than his 
previous ones. Whatever its background, this book remains so different from his other 
works. 

 

John Maunder. 

January 2023. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


