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BY BONNIE BERKOWITZ

L et’s get the basics out of the way first:
No, it’s not hot or claustrophobic in
there. Yes, they can see most of what
is going on. Sure, they stumble once
in a while. And that joke you’re dying

to make about the back end? He has already
heard it.

Life as the horse can be exhausting and
unpredictable, but Joey’s Head, Hind and
Heart have become downright comfortable in
his transparent skin.

“Iactually lovetheanonymityof it,”saidRob
Laqui,adancerfromMinnesotawhobringsup
the rear in one of three trios who will play Joey
at the Kennedy Center. “I like being able to be
thischaracterandhavethisarcthroughoutthe
entire show, and yet not be seen. I have no
qualms at all about being in the puppet. Even
from the audition process, I was like, ‘Oh, well
thismakessense. I like it inhere.’ Iwasmadeto
be a horse’s hind!”

To successfully bring Joey to life, the three-
person puppeteer team has to be the star of
the show while being as inconspicuous as
possible. Being “in horse,” as they call it, is so
demanding that horse teams alternate shows
and play small roles such as birds or soldiers
on their off days.

“I think the anonymity of the performer
helps the puppet horses to live, because the
actor is not screaming for attention,” said
Adrian Kohler, founder of Handspring Pup-
pet Company.

When he and co-founder Basil Jones cast
and train the show’s puppeteers, they look
specifically for men and women willing to
handle the physical demands while sacrific-
ing their egos. So ingrained is the all-for-Joey
concept that if you want to interview one
member of a horse team, you’d better bring
three chairs. At the show’s insistence, the
Head, Heart and Hind are a package deal.

“It doesn’t come alive unless all three of us
are there,” said the Head to Laqui’s Hind, a.k.a.
Christopher Mai of San Francisco, who is also
the chief puppeteer in the traveling company.

“We have great team chemistry,” said the
Heart, Derek Stratton of Norwich, N.Y. “Each
night there’s a journey we’re going to go on,
both as individuals and as one character.”

It takes at least two weeks of intensive
trainingbeforethetechnicalaspectsofoperat-
ing the puppet become second nature. Each
role requires such different skills that there is
no crossover: Once a Heart, always a Heart.
During six weeks or more of rehearsal, per-
formers’ instincts takeover,andtheyareready
to convince an audience that they are a horse.

“Wehavetobelievewithourfullbodies,with
our full souls, with our full heart that we are
this character,” said Laqui. “It’s exhausting. . . .
After every show, I have to take a 15-minute
decompression moment to be like, ‘I am not a
horse. I can speak English now.’”

Oh, yes — the language. Joey the horse
narrates the novel by Michael Morpurgo from
which this play is adapted. But in the play,
Joey speaks only horse.

“Each team is responsible for their horse
noises,” said Mai. “Each team is quite differ-
ent, and almost every single time, each horse
noise is quite different.”

It takes three to whinny, for instance, be-
cause horses can hold far more air in their
lungs than humans. So the Head might start
thewhinny, theHeartmightenterandpickup
the middle and the Hind might jump in and
finish it.

This is an effective yet imperfect system.
“There are definitely times where I’ll make

a noise and I’ll be like, ‘That was like a chicken
meets a turkey — I don’t know what I just
made,’” said Laqui. “But what’s sort of cool is
this openness and freedom that we’re grant-
ed, we’re allowed to fail and it’s okay.”

Actors relish that license to be sponta-
neous, not only in sound but in movement.

They are instructed not to behave, because
animals often don’t. They need to hit certain
choreographed cues for safety, but there is
room for improvisation. For instance, if Joey
nuzzles a soldier near him on Friday, he might
nip him Saturday and shy away from him
Sunday.

“We respond differently because the actors
deliver their lines differently,” said Laqui.
“They have different intents or intensity be-
hind a line and we have to respond in kind.”

The three agreed that the toughest scenes
aretheonesinwhichJoeystandsstill. It is then
that they are unscripted and must use their
own imaginations to keep the horse alive,
flicking its tail, watching a bird — just being a
horse. Most of all, Joey must keep breathing,
his chest rising rhythmically up and down on
the power of Stratton’s quadriceps. Otherwise,
they say, the spell is broken, and Joey is
reduced to three guys and a puppet.
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War Horse
Oct. 23-Nov. 11, in the Opera House, Kennedy Center.
Tickets $25 - $175, 800-444-1324 or 202-467-4600
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