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                Puppet Show 
All the world’s a stage, and all 

the men and women merely players.
Shakespeare, “As You Like It”

I        MAGINE YOU ARE WATCHING A 
marionette puppet show, entranced by the 
drama being played out by the brightly  
costumed stick figures prancing about 
on the miniature stage in front of you.
   If the puppet strings are fine enough, the 
puppeteers skilful enough, and the play 
engrossing enough, it wouldn’t be difficult 
to temporarily ignore the fact that the 
wooden figures have no life of their own.
   Now imagine you are sitting in a movie 
theatre, similarly absorbed in the story 
unfolding on the screen before you. 
Even more so than if you were viewing a 
puppet show or a stage play, it’s easy to 
forget that you are only watching a movie. 

Asked after the film was over to describe 
what happened, you probably wouldn’t 
reply that you were sitting in a room for two 
hours watching images being projected 
onto a blank screen. (If that was the case, 
it probably wasn’t a very good movie!)
   This trick performed with colored light 
produced the appearance of people, places, 
and events that seemed convincingly real 
enough to evoke powerful emotional 
responses in you, just as if they were real.
   In the movie, fire burns buildings and 
water floods the land, but the screen 
remains unscorched and dry, unaffected by 
the images projected onto it. Yet without the 
screen, there would be no movie to observe. 
The screen is primary, the picture secondary. 
   Now suppose something distracted your 
attention from the movie long enough for you 
to remember that you are just a spectator. 



You notice that you are, in fact, sitting in a 
room full of people watching a movie. 
The situation is exactly the same as it was, 
but the context has completely changed.    
   By withdrawing your attention from the 
story, you remember that the characters have 
no volition, and are trapped in the threads of 
the movie’s plot. That sometimes jarring 
shift is a good analogy for the realization of 
the self: The screen is Awareness; ’you’ and 
‘the world’ are the movie projected upon it.
   The reason film is so much more powerful 
a medium than a puppet show or play in 
evoking our emotional involvement is 
because not only is it is happening in a very 
immersive, realistic environment, but much 
of the action is portrayed from the point of 
view of one or more of the main characters.
   This ‘entrancement’ is analogous to what 
our mind is doing all the time: tricking us 
into thinking that because we observe the 
world from the point of view of a person—
as if we were a character in a movie—that 
we in fact are that person. (Consciousness, 
we might say, is a brilliant film director, 
using nothing but POV shots, and creating 
the most compelling of all possible movies!)
   What we call ‘enlightenment’ is simply 
realizing that one is the screen and not 
whatever is appearing on it, and compared 
to this understanding, the content is trivial. 
Whether what happens to be playing today 
is a romance, comedy, or thriller—the screen 
of self itself remains empty, yet spacious 
and receptive to all possible phenomena.
   With greater mindfulness we may begin to 
view our thoughts in a similar way. Each 
thought arises and passes away of its own 
accord, as if it had a ‘frame’ around it. What 
we once took to be a continuous flow, we now 
regard like frames of a movie film: thoughts 
separated by periods of pure awareness. 

   To take the movie metaphor further, we 
might say that not only are we the passive 
audience, but as Awareness, we are actively 
engaged in writing the script, in directing 
the performance, and ultimately, even in 
producing the movie. The appearance of 
separation in the roles is only an elaborate 
illusion. In reality, it’s all a one man show.
   To an outside observer, we may not 
appear any different. But from ‘our’ point of 
view, everything has changed irrevocably. 
Our relationship with the ‘movie of life’ 
has been transformed, and the sense of 
separation we once experienced with the 
world and others has simply disappeared. 
The movie is playing to an empty theater. 
   At first, one might think this would be an 
uncomfortable, even a frightening prospect. 
Who would want to see a movie or a play if 
they can’t be involved in the story, if they 
can’t identify with any of the characters? 
   But this is a misconception. Unlike a child 
watching a movie or awakening from a 
nightmare, an adult retains the underlying 
understanding that ‘it’s only a movie’ or ‘it’s 
only a dream,’ and this allows them to enjoy 
the experience that much more, even if it’s a 
horror movie they happen to be watching. 
   The ‘movie of life’ continues, but now one 
is free to embrace whatever happens without 
fear or preference, recognizing oneself in 
every character, with an all-embracing love 
for life and all of the actors in the story. 
  Constantly seeking something with which 
to confirm its existence, the ego is like a 
helpless marionette, unable to see that it is 
made out of wood, with strings that keep it 
bound to habitual, mechanical behavior. 
   Freed of this attachment, we are no longer 
a powerless puppet, and are free to make our 
way across the fumbling human stage with 
much greater freedom and compassion. ◾


