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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Muppets have always been part of my life. The Muppet Show debuted on ITV in September 1976, when I was just five weeks old, potentially making me one of its youngest original viewers, assuming I was in the room at the time. Introduced by The Glasgow Herald as a “High-speed puppet programme, a spin-off from educational show Sesame Street”, the series became a constant presence throughout my childhood: loud, colourful and completely unique.

      The characters each had distinct personalities, the audience seemed to love their work (though Statler and Waldorf weren’t too happy about it all), and Pigs in Space was, well, in space, therefore brilliant. Some jokes went over my head, but it was half an hour of insanity that made everyone laugh.

      I also watched Sesame Street, Muppet Babies and the UK version of Fraggle Rock, while the last great Henson series from my childhood was The Storyteller, visually stunning, combining mystery and magic like few other series had done. Whether the messages of understanding, friendship and talking vegetables had a major impact on my psyche is difficult to tell, though if I ever see a cauliflower I still have to make sure it’s not about to launch into song with that tomato next to it.

      All of which is to say that I consider myself a fan of both the Muppets and Jim Henson, regularly reading books and blog posts, watching documentaries and listening to podcasts to glean new information about how those TV shows and films came to be. But while Jim was always the Muppet figurehead, his face almost as familiar as Kermit’s or Piggy’s at the height of their popularity, he was backed by teams of creatives who helped bring his vision to life. I wondered if there was more that could be done to add to our knowledge of what it was like either working with Jim or being part of the wider “Henson Universe”.

      It was after reading a volume of Didier Ghez’s fascinating Walt’s People series of books, featuring hundreds of interview transcripts with people who knew Walt Disney, that I realised something similar might work for Jim Henson.

      I reached out to performers, writers, directors and other craftspeople who either worked with Jim Henson or who joined the team after his death in 1990, absorbing the “Jim seed”—as writer Jocelyn Stevenson calls it—from those who had worked directly with him.

      From Austin Pendleton successfully advocating for his character’s development in The Muppet Movie to Bill Barretta’s creation of beloved characters like Pepe the King Prawn, these conversations reveal the collaborative spirit that defined Henson productions. We learn how Bruce McNally reluctantly transformed from freelancer to head of the Muppets’ art department, while David Gumpel’s chance meeting with Jane Henson led to modernising their production techniques.

      The interviews capture groundbreaking moments, like Fran Brill becoming Sesame Street’s first female puppeteer, and unexpected career turns such as mime performers Gord Robertson and Rob Mills finding their calling on Fraggle Rock. Directors Jeremy Swan and Steve Barron share insights into the technical challenges of puppet production and bringing darker fairy tales to life in The Storyteller, while John Stephenson details the early days of the Creature Shop.

      From Larry Mirkin and Louise Gold’s lasting contributions to the Muppet family, to John Stevenson inspiring the character of Beaker, these conversations paint a picture of a creative environment where innovation thrived. The collection also captures important moments in Muppet history through Mark Eades’ account of the unrealised Disney-Henson collaboration, and the international scope of Fraggle Rock through Jocelyn Stevenson and Victor Pemberton’s pivotal roles. There’s also a short chapter from late director Tony Charmoli’s autobiography, offering a glimpse behind the scenes of a much-loved Muppet special.

      The interviews can be read in any order, but if you’re just beginning your journey into the world of the Muppets and beyond, you might want to start with the next chapter, Navigating the Henson Universe. 

      WHAT THIS BOOK ISN’T

      This book isn’t a critical analysis of Jim Henson’s work or career. You won’t find detailed deconstructions of his creative process, explorations of business strategies or scholarly examinations of his artistic influences, though the interviewees touch on some of this.

      As the editor and interviewer, my role has been to provide context and continuity to the conversations, but the heart of this book lies in the voices of the interviewees themselves. Their stories may occasionally overlap or even contradict one another, but such is the nature of memory and personal experience. Throughout all these memories runs a common thread: Jim’s remarkable ability to recognise talent, foster creativity and create an environment where artists could do their best work while having fun in the process. We get a glimpse of how he changed entertainment while changing the lives of those who worked with him.

      For everyone who grew up watching these shows, and for those discovering them for the first time, these interviews offer invaluable insight into the craft, creativity and genuine warmth that made Jim Henson’s work so special.

      A 2025 article on the Tough Pigs website⁠* highlighted a sobering milestone. If we treat the debut of Sam and Friends in 1955 as the birth of the Muppets, then 24th May 2025 marked the day when the Muppets had existed without Jim Henson—since his death in 1990—for exactly as long as they had with him: nearly 35 years each. From that point forward, the post-Jim era would be longer than the Jim era itself. A poignant reminder, and perhaps one more reason to preserve these interviews in print.

      This also means that 2025 marks the 70th anniversary of the Muppets, something that’s being celebrated on social media by both official and fan accounts, hopefully ensuring that a new generation of soon-to-be-fans will stumble across the antics of Kermit and friends.

      Finally, it’s worth me drawing attention to the words “Volume One” emblazoned on this book’s cover. I already have more interviews lined up for a potential Volume Two, so please keep an eye out for future books wherever you bought (or borrowed) this one.

      You can sign up for my newsletter via

      jonathanmelville.substack.com/ where I’ll have some other Jim Henson-related exclusives.

      

      Jonathan Melville, Edinburgh, May 2025

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* https://www.toughpigs.com/12792-days-later/

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NAVIGATING THE HENSON UNIVERSE

          

          A READER’S GUIDE

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve chosen to read this book, you’re probably either a longtime fan of Jim Henson’s work or someone curious about the productions associated with his name.

      The wonderful thing about the Henson universe is how interconnected everything is. A performer who worked on The Muppet Show in the late 1970s might go on to work on Fraggle Rock in the 1980s or help bring creatures to life for Labyrinth a few years later. The interviews in this book reflect that rich creative history. People pop up in different chapters, projects weave in and out of conversations and stories intersect in unexpected ways. 

      For dedicated fans, these recurring names and references will feel like catching up with old friends. But if you’re newer to this world, all these Daves and Jerrys (and some Stephenson/Stevensons in this volume) might start to blur together. That’s why this chapter exists. Think of it as your compact guide to the worlds of Jim Henson, an overview of some names and projects you’ll encounter time and again. This overview doesn’t mention everything or everyone, but hopefully it sets the scene.

      THE EARLY YEARS

      Born in Greenville, Mississippi in 1936, Jim Maury Henson spent his childhood fascinated by television, art and performance. He got his first break in television working as a puppeteer on a local Saturday morning children’s show. This early experience sparked what would become a lifelong mission to push the boundaries of puppetry and television.

      The Muppet story properly begins in 1955 with Sam and Friends (1955–61), a series of five-minute shows created by Jim and his future wife Jane Nebel for WRC-TV in Washington, D.C. while both were students at the University of Maryland. This pioneering series introduced a proto-Kermit (made from Jim’s mother’s old coat and ping-pong balls for eyes) and established the basic principles of television puppetry that would define the Henson style. Rather than using a traditional puppet stage, they performed directly for the camera, a revolutionary approach at the time.

      Throughout the 1960s, the Muppets became popular fixtures on variety shows and in commercials, with Jim and his team creating memorable ads for everything from coffee to meatballs. Rowlf the Dog became the first Muppet to appear regularly on network television as a cast member of The Jimmy Dean Show (1963–75). Experimental pieces like the Oscar-nominated Time Piece (1965) showcased Jim’s interest in pushing beyond puppetry into other forms of creative expression. This period also saw the creation of several TV specials including Hey Cinderella! (1969) and The Great Santa Claus Switch (1970).

      THE CORE TEAM

      Jim and Jane assembled an extraordinary creative family that would shape entertainment for decades:

      
        
          	
        Frank Oz: Joined in 1963, aged 19, going on to become Jim’s primary creative partner until transitioning away from puppetry in 2001 to focus on directing. His characters included Miss Piggy, Fozzie Bear, Animal and Bert from Sesame Street. The Henson-Oz partnership created many of the most memorable Muppet moments.
      

      	
        Jerry Juhl: Starting as a performer, he became head writer and the literary voice of the Muppets until his passing in 2005, developing their distinctive humour and emotional depth while maintaining their warmth and whimsy.
      

      	
        Jerry Nelson: The performer who continued bringing characters like Count von Count, Robin the Frog and Floyd Pepper to life until shortly before his death in 2012. 
      

      	
        Dave Goelz: Beginning as a builder, he became the performer behind Gonzo, Dr Bunsen Honeydew and Boober Fraggle, bringing technical expertise and deep character insights to his roles. He remains active with the Muppets today.
      

      	
        Richard Hunt: The energetic performer behind Scooter, Statler, Junior Gorg and many others, he epitomised the playful spirit of the Muppets until his death in 1992 at the age of just 40.
      

      

      

      Jim Henson’s sudden death on 16th May 1990 at just 53 sent shockwaves through the entertainment industry. What began as seemingly routine flu-like symptoms rapidly developed and he died from organ failure resulting from streptococcal toxic shock syndrome, a severe bacterial infection. The speed and unexpected nature of his illness made the loss even more devastating for his family, colleagues and fans. Those who knew him noted that Jim had been reluctant to seek medical treatment, believing he could push through what he thought was just a bad cold.

      This tragic loss came just as he was preparing to sell his company to Disney and embark on new creative ventures. However, his vision continued through the dedication of these performers and countless others who had learned from him. His death marked not just the end of an era, but the beginning of a complex transition period for the company and characters he’d created.

      OTHER IMPORTANT FIGURES YOU’LL ENCOUNTER…

      Throughout these interviews, you’ll hear stories about many key creators who helped shape the Henson universe, including:

      
        
          	
        Jane Henson (née Nebel): Jim’s wife and essential creative partner in the Muppets’ formation and early years. After meeting as students at the University of Maryland, she co-created and performed on Sam and Friends alongside Jim. They married in 1959 and had five children: Lisa, Cheryl, Brian, John and Heather. Though she stepped back from full-time puppeteering in 1961 to raise their family, Jane remained involved in the company. After Jim’s death, despite having separated in 1986, she established The Jim Henson Legacy to preserve his work and served on the boards of the Jim Henson Foundation and the American Center for Children’s Television until her passing in 2013.
      

      	
        Lisa Henson: Jim’s eldest daughter, who serves as CEO of The Jim Henson Company, overseeing the day-to-day operations and business strategy. With a background in film production and studio leadership, she guides the company’s overall direction while developing new content and partnerships.
      

      	
        Brian Henson: Jim’s son, who directed several Muppet films including The Muppet Christmas Carol and Muppet Treasure Island. He serves as Chairman of the Board of The Jim Henson Company, focusing on the creative and technical innovation side of the business, particularly through the Creature Shop that he helped develop.
      

      	
        Cheryl Henson: Jim’s second daughter, who has been President of The Jim Henson Foundation since 1992. She also served as a Vice President at The Jim Henson Company during the 1990s, working with Sesame Street during a crucial transition period. Cheryl remains an advocate for the art of puppetry both through the Foundation and her involvement with puppeteers and organisations around the world.
      

      	
        Heather Henson: Jim’s youngest daughter, puppet artist and board member of The Jim Henson Company, The Jim Henson Legacy and the Jim Henson Foundation.
      

      	
        John Henson: Jim’s youngest son, a puppeteer and performer best known for his work as Sweetums in later Muppet productions. He remained actively involved with the company for many years and continued to honour his father’s creative spirit until his death in 2014, aged 48.
      

      	
        Don Sahlin: The original puppet designer who created many of the signature Muppet looks and developed crucial building techniques.
      

      	
        David Lazer: An executive producer who joined in 1965 and helped shape The Muppet Show, supervised numerous films and played a crucial role in keeping the company going after Jim’s death. He was especially skilled at helping guest stars adapt to working with puppets. David died in May 2025, aged 89.
      

      	
        Martin G. Baker: A prolific producer who started as floor manager on The Muppet Show and went on to oversee countless Henson productions from Fraggle Rock through to The Muppets (2011). His long tenure helped maintain continuity across decades of productions.
      

      	
        Duncan Kenworthy: Producer who helped develop international productions like Fraggle Rock.
      

      

      

      These people might not always have been the ones performing the characters, but their behind-the-scenes work was essential to creating the magic that appeared on screen. Many of them worked across multiple productions over decades, helping maintain the high standards and unique creative spirit that Jim Henson established.

      THE ART OF MUPPET PERFORMANCE

      Something that sets the Muppets apart from other fictional characters is the unique nature of their performance. When you see Kermit on screen, you’re not just seeing an animated character or an actor in a costume. You’re witnessing a complete performance by a skilled artist who brings the character to life in real time.

      Muppet performers don’t simply “voice” their characters, they physically manipulate the puppet while simultaneously creating the character’s voice, personality and emotional reactions. When Jim Henson performed Kermit, his right hand controlled Kermit’s head and mouth, while his left hand operated the arms using rods. All while maintaining the character’s distinctive voice, timing each word perfectly with the mouth movements and creating every nuance of Kermit’s facial expressions through subtle manipulations of the puppet’s fabric features. This physical connection gives the characters a tangible reality that few other fictional creations possess.

      The transition of characters between performers (as when Matt Vogel took over Kermit after Jim Henson and Steve Whitmire) isn’t just about matching a voice, but about capturing the full essence of how the puppet moves, reacts and exists in space. This continuity allows the Muppets to maintain their unique identities decade after decade, while still evolving and growing as characters.

      THE CREATURE SHOP

      The Jim Henson Creature Shop, established in London in the early 1980s, represented a huge step forward in puppet technology. While the Muppets were primarily hand puppets, the Creature Shop developed sophisticated animatronic characters that could perform complex movements through a combination of manual controls and radio-operated mechanisms.

      The Shop’s innovations made possible the fantastical beings of The Dark Crystal, the elaborate characters of Labyrinth and even the eponymous heroes of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Their work bridged the gap between traditional puppetry and modern visual effects, influencing countless films and TV shows. Today, the Creature Shop continues creating cutting-edge characters and effects for various productions.

      THE JIM HENSON COMPANY

      What we think of as “the Henson Company” has existed under several names throughout its history. Officially founded as Muppets, Inc. in 1958 by Jim and Jane Henson, it began primarily producing commercials and industrial films. As the business grew, it became Henson Associates, Inc. (known informally as “HA!”) in the 1970s, then Jim Henson Productions in 1987.

      Today, as The Jim Henson Company, it operates independently of both Disney’s Muppet operations and Sesame Workshop. The company remains firmly in family hands, led by Jim and Jane’s children: Brian, Lisa, Cheryl and Heather.

      The company’s renowned Creature Shop continues to create innovative characters and effects for both Henson productions and outside clients. Since 2000, the company has been headquartered at the historic Charlie Chaplin Studios in Hollywood, though in 2024 the lot was sold to musician John Mayer and producer McG for $40 million, announcing plans to consolidate their operations with the Creature Shop in Burbank.

      While many people use “the Muppets” as a catch-all term for Henson creations, it’s now actually a trademark owned by Disney, though Sesame Workshop maintains a licence to use the term for their characters.

      RELATED HENSON ORGANISATIONS

      In addition to the main production company, the Henson family established two other organisations to preserve different aspects of Jim’s legacy:

      
        
          	
        The Jim Henson Foundation: Established by Jim in 1982 and now headed by Cheryl Henson, this non-profit organisation provides grants to support American puppet artists and advance the art of puppetry. It runs the biennial International Puppet Festival and funds innovative work in puppet theatre.
      

      	
        The Jim Henson Legacy: Created by Jane Henson in 1992, this organisation specifically focuses on preserving and perpetuating Jim’s artistic contribution. It works to make his creative works available to the public through exhibitions, screenings, and educational programs.
      

      

      

      While The Jim Henson Company focuses on creating new content and characters, these sister organisations ensure that both Jim’s personal artistic contributions and his commitment to advancing the art of puppetry continue to thrive.

      THE PATH TO DISNEY

      By the late 1980s, Jim Henson was looking toward the future of his characters. He entered negotiations with Disney not just as a business deal, but as a way to secure the Muppets’ legacy while freeing himself to pursue more experimental creative projects. The proposed deal would have given Disney ownership of the Muppets while allowing Jim to focus on new creative endeavours like fantasy films and technological innovations. He envisioned Disney’s resources and reach giving the Muppets opportunities he couldn’t provide alone, while he could step back from day-to-day Muppet operations to explore new creative frontiers.

      Jim’s death occurred before the Disney deal could be completed. The company’s path then took several turns. In 2000, the Henson family sold the entire company to German media group EM.TV for $680 million. This sale included everything: the Muppets, the Creature Shop, Sesame Street characters and other properties.

      However, EM.TV’s ambitious expansion (which included buying into Formula One racing) led to financial troubles. During their brief ownership, they made one significant move that would shape the future of the characters: selling the Sesame Street characters to Sesame Workshop. This separated Big Bird, Ernie, Bert and their friends from the rest of the Henson universe for the first time.

      By 2003, EM.TV sold the company back to the Henson family for $84 million. This set the stage for the next big change: in 2004, Disney finally acquired the Muppet characters and properties, creating three distinct branches of the Henson legacy:

      
        
          	
        The Muppets → Disney
      

      	
        Sesame Street characters → Sesame Workshop
      

      	
        Fraggle Rock, The Dark Crystal, etc. → The Jim Henson Company
      

      

      

      This split explains why you might see Kermit on Disney+ but won’t find Big Bird there, or why Dark Crystal projects come from Netflix rather than Disney. Each branch continues to develop new content while honouring their shared heritage, though in ways that might be different from what Jim originally envisioned when he first approached Disney in the 1980s.

      THE EVOLUTION OF A LEGACY

      Now that we’ve met the key people and organisations, let’s explore how the Henson legacy evolved through different creative eras.

      THE SESAME STREET YEARS (1969–PRESENT)

      This educational series proved television could both teach and entertain. While the Muppets were just one element of this ambitious project, characters like Big Bird, Cookie Monster and Bert & Ernie became cultural touchstones. The show established that puppetry could have a meaningful educational impact while remaining entertaining.

      THE MUPPET SHOW ERA (1976–81)

      After an interesting detour into adult comedy with Saturday Night Live‘s (1975–) Land of Gorch sketches, the Muppets found their perfect showcase in this variety series. Filmed at ATV Studios in England, it combined sophisticated humour, musical numbers and celebrity guests, establishing the Muppets as global entertainment icons.

      EXPANDING TO FILMS (1979–84)

      The team successfully transitioned to cinema with The Muppet Movie (1979), showing Kermit’s journey from swamp to stardom. The Great Muppet Caper (1981) and The Muppets Take Manhattan (1984) followed, each pushing the boundaries of what was possible with puppet performances on film.

      THE FANTASY YEARS (1982–86)

      The Dark Crystal (1982) revealed a completely different side of Henson’s creativity, a darker fantasy world populated entirely by puppet creatures. The Creature Shop’s technological innovations made this ambitious project possible. Labyrinth (1986) combined these advanced animatronic characters with Henson’s characteristic warmth and humour.

      INTERNATIONAL AMBITIONS (1983–89)

      Fraggle Rock (1983–87) was conceived as a show that could help promote world peace by creating a truly international production. While the main Fraggle world segments were filmed in Toronto, each broadcasting country produced its own unique “human world” segments with local actors, sets and writers. 

      In North America, the human character Doc was an inventor in his workshop; UK viewers saw a lighthouse keeper played by Fulton Mackay; French audiences watched a chef in his kitchen; and German viewers enjoyed a similar set-up to the North American version. This innovative approach allowed children everywhere to see their own culture represented while sharing the universal Fraggle world, making it one of television’s most ambitious international co-productions.

      The Storyteller (1987–89) continued this international spirit by adapting European folk tales with sophisticated narratives and creature effects, showing yet another facet of what puppet television could achieve.

      INNOVATION AND EXPERIMENTATION (1989–90)

      The Jim Henson Hour (1989) attempted to showcase the full range of Henson’s creativity, from traditional Muppet comedy to technological innovations and serious dramatic pieces. While short-lived, it showed Jim’s constant desire to push boundaries.

      CONTINUING THE LEGACY (1991–PRESENT)

      Even after Jim’s passing, his creative team continued exploring new territory. In the 1990s, several ambitious projects honoured his creative spirit:

      
        
          	
        Dinosaurs (1991–94) broke new ground with sophisticated full-body puppet suits and animatronic faces to tell the story of a working-class dinosaur family.
      

      	
        Muppet*Vision 3D (1991), Jim’s final directed project, brought the Muppets to Disney theme parks in a mix of film, audio-animatronics and in-theatre effects.
      

      	
        The Muppet Christmas Carol (1992) proved the characters could adapt classic literature while maintaining their unique charm, leading to another adaptation in the shape of Muppet Treasure Island (1996). Muppets from Space (1999) deviated from the adaptation path and was the last big screen outing for the characters for over a decade.
      

      	
        Muppets Tonight (1996–98) attempted to update the variety show format for a new generation, introducing memorable new characters like Pepe the King Prawn, Bobo the Bear, and Johnny Fiama, while giving previously minor characters like Clifford a chance to step into the spotlight as the show’s host.
      

      	
        Farscape (1999–2003) represented one of the Henson Company’s most ambitious ventures into science fiction, combining live actors with sophisticated alien creatures created by the Creature Shop. 
      

      

      

      The early 2000s were a transitional period for the Muppets, with the characters appearing primarily in television movies and specials:

      
        
          	
        It’s a Very Merry Muppet Christmas Movie (2002) took inspiration from It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), exploring what life would be like if Kermit had never been born, and marked the first Muppet film produced after the characters were acquired and then returned by EM.TV.
      

      	
        Kermit’s Swamp Years (2002), a direct-to-video prequel, explored Kermit’s childhood and his journey from the swamp to the wider world.
      

      	
        The Muppets’ Wizard of Oz (2005) continued the literary adaptation tradition with Ashanti as Dorothy and Kermit as the Scarecrow, featuring Queen Latifah and Quentin Tarantino in supporting roles.
      

      	
        A Muppets Christmas: Letters to Santa (2008) returned the characters to their family-friendly Christmas special roots, with guest stars including Uma Thurman, Nathan Lane,and Whoopi Goldberg.
      

      	
        Studio DC: Almost Live! (2008) paired the Muppets with Disney Channel stars of the era including Miley Cyrus and the Jonas Brothers, attempting to introduce the characters to a new generation.
      

      

      

      After Disney acquired the Muppets in 2004, they eventually returned to prominence with:

      
        
          	
        The Muppets (2011) and Muppets Most Wanted (2014) brought the characters to a new generation of moviegoers.
      

      	
        ABC’s The Muppets (2015) TV series experimented with a more adult, mockumentary approach.
      

      	
        Disney+ series like Muppets Now (2020), Muppets Haunted Mansion (2021) and The Muppets Mayhem (2023) have explored new formats and storytelling styles.
      

      

      

      Away from Disney, The Dark Crystal: Age of Resistance (2019), a 10-episode prequel to the 1982 film, showcased the Henson Company’s continued commitment to puppetry. Netflix’s investment enabled the creation of this ambitious series, which combined traditional puppetry with modern digital effects to build on Jim’s original dark fantasy world.

      In 2022, Fraggle Rock made an unexpected comeback in the form of Fraggle Rock: Back to the Rock, with The Jim Henson Company reimagining the series for a new generation on Apple+.

      KEEPING THE CHARACTERS ALIVE

      One of the most remarkable aspects of the Muppet universe is how the characters have lived on beyond their original performers. This careful transition of beloved characters has helped maintain their legacy while allowing them to continue entertaining new generations. Some of the key character transitions are:

      
        
          	
        Kermit the Frog: Jim Henson (1955–1990) → Steve Whitmire (1990–2016) → Matt Vogel (2017–present)
      

      	
        Miss Piggy & Fozzie Bear: Frank Oz (1976–2000) → Eric Jacobson (2001–present)
      

      	
        Ernie: Jim Henson (1969–1990) → Steve Whitmire (1993–2014) → Peter Linz (2017–present)
      

      	
        Dr Teeth: Jim Henson (1975–1990) → Bill Barretta (1991–present)
      

      	
        Rowlf the Dog: Jim Henson (1962–1990) → Bill Barretta (1996–present)
      

      

      

      This passing of the torch represents more than just recasting, it’s a careful preservation of each character’s soul while allowing them to evolve naturally with time. The current performers often studied for years with the original artists, learning not just voices and movements, but the deeper essence of each character.

      THE HENSON PHILOSOPHY

      Throughout all these changes and transitions, certain principles have remained constant:

      
        
          	
        Never talk down to your audience
      

      	
        Embrace both humour and heart
      

      	
        Foster creativity and collaboration
      

      	
        Push technical boundaries
      

      	
        Create entertainment that makes the world better
      

      

      

      As you read through the interviews in this book, you’ll discover countless details about how these remarkable artists created their magic. Whether you’re most interested in the technical innovations, the character performances or the creative process behind specific productions, there are fascinating insights waiting for you.

      Feel free to jump around based on your interests—each interview stands alone while contributing to the larger story of how Jim Henson and his creative family changed entertainment forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRAN BRILL

          

          ACTRESS AND PUPPETEER
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        “I think I learned how to be a person from Jim.”

      

      

      After joining Sesame Street in its second season as the show’s first female puppeteer outside of Jane Henson, Fran Brill brought life to beloved characters like Prairie Dawn and Zoe. 
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        * * *

      

      Long before she became known for her work on Sesame Street, Fran Brill had her sights set on a very different path in entertainment. The future puppeteer discovered her passion for performing at an early age, though not through puppetry, but through a comedic role in a Brownies production.

      “Some of the Brownies were playing teenagers, which was quite glamorous, but I got cast as Great Aunt Ella,” she explains. “I had a grey wig on, and what am I, seven... I got a lot of laughs. Seeing this little girl try to play old was so silly, and I really loved the applause and laughter.”

      That early taste of performance led Fran into school plays and regional theatre. Her devotion to the craft was apparent early on—at 16 years old, she convinced her doubtful parents to let her take part in summer stock theatre. However, they struck an important deal: she could pursue acting, but only after completing her college education.

      This arrangement led her to the Boston University School of Fine Arts, known for its strong drama programme. While Fran notes that her formal training may not have been the most crucial element of her education, she gained valuable experience working alongside talented peers. “I think most of what I learned was working with good actors and seeing what their approach was.”

      Fresh out of college, Fran’s career took an unexpected turn when she landed a role in a politically charged production in New York. Red, White and Maddox was a bold musical satire targeting Georgia Governor Lester Maddox, specifically his segregationist policies at his restaurant, the Pickrick, where he refused service to African Americans. The show had garnered significant press attention during its Atlanta run before making the leap to Broadway.

      Living out of a hotel room during the production, Fran experienced both the excitement and harsh realities of Broadway theatre. The show opened during a blizzard and received mixed reviews, ultimately running for 41 performances. However, this brief run had brought her to New York sooner than anticipated, sharing a flat with a stranger while she lived the life of a struggling actress.

      Fran began making the rounds with agents, armed with the traditional 8x10 glossy headshots. It was during one of these meetings that an agent made an observation: “You have a really interesting voice... just quirky. You should look into voice overs.” 

      Fran was soon voicing numerous TV commercials in New York, and when not pursuing acting opportunities she’d find comfort in watching television, specifically, Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood (1968–2001) and a new children’s programme called Sesame Street. “Fred Rogers would talk to the camera and say, ‘You’re special, you’re this, you’re that,’” she says, noting how his gentle reassurance helped lift her spirits after long days of job hunting.

      Watching Sesame Street in its first season, Fran believed her vocal talents might land her work with the show. “I thought, I can do accents, I can do all sorts of voices. Maybe they’ll hire me to be a voice person,” she says, admitting she was unaware that Muppet performers provided both the puppetry and voices simultaneously. “It’s not a two-person job. You talk while you lip-sync with the puppet.”

      An opportunity arose when Jim Henson organised a puppetry workshop to prepare for The Great Santa Claus Switch, a musical special that represented one of Jim Henson’s early attempts to reach a prime-time family audience, years before The Muppet Show, would perfect this formula.

      Fran joined a group of “wannabe puppeteers” for what would become an intensive crash course in the Muppet performance style. The training was challenging, particularly mastering the precise lip synchronisation required for Muppet characters. “Every lip flap is a syllable. It’s not easy when you first try it and the camera image is reversed. So you’re talking to a puppet here, but your hand is over there. It’s a nightmare.”

      The workshop ran for two weeks, with participants being eliminated after the first week. Fran made it through the initial cut, spending the second week working with mirrors and different puppets. After completing the workshop and taking part in The Great Santa Claus Switch filming in Toronto, Henson approached Fran and fellow workshop graduate Richard Hunt about joining Sesame Street for its second season, though the latter ultimately didn’t join the series until 1972.

      Initially hesitant, Fran responded, “Jim, this has been fun, but I’m an actress. I want my face to be seen.“ However, Jim’s persuasive nature and promise to work around her schedule eventually won her over. The timing was fortuitous, as the show had been receiving criticism about its male-dominated puppet cast. “There’d been a lot of complaints from the outside world that all these characters were being played by men, even the girls were played by men. They would go up into their falsetto. It was laughable.”

      Fran’s arrival on Sesame Street in the 1970–71 season made her the first female Muppet performer on the show outside of Jane Henson, and came at a pivotal time in children’s television. The show had debuted a year earlier, pioneering research-based educational programming for preschoolers.

      “It’s like so many jobs in life, you trip and fall into something, and it all works out,” says Fran of her Sesame Street job. “Never in a million years would I have thought this was the way I’d spend most of my life.” Despite being the sole woman among the performers, Fran quickly found her place in the group. “I was the only female, so it was sort of an adjustment for them to be around, but I got along with the guys really well.”

      EARLY DAYS AND EVOLUTION

      Constant innovation and experimentation characterised the initial period of Sesame Street, not only in educational content but also in the methods of puppetry. Fran continued to balance her puppetry work with acting and voiceover jobs, made possible by the show’s production schedule. “It used to be an all-year commitment,” she says, but it was eventually condensed into just a few months of concentrated filming.

      The physical demands of puppeteering were considerable, with performers often working in awkward and uncomfortable positions. “Back then, it was quite crude in terms of what we sat on or laid down on, because they were inventing the wheel.” 

      In the early years, puppeteers often worked lying flat on rolling platforms, manoeuvring between sets like Hooper’s Store and 123 Sesame Street. This setup made vocal performances difficult, as actors had to project while in awkward positions. Over time, performers raised concerns about comfort and vocal quality, leading to the development of cushioned seats mounted on caster wheels. This transformed how Muppets were performed, allowing greater ease and flexibility on set.

      The show’s unique requirements stemmed from its interaction with child performers. Unlike the later Muppet Show, where puppeteers could stand, Sesame Street required performers to stay below the height of the children on set. “The set wasn’t elevated. I don’t know what they were thinking. They just didn’t know.” This experimental approach reflected the show’s broader mission. “When Sesame Street was created, all they knew was they wanted it to serve the underserved community. Impoverished children, children who weren’t white... that’s really who the show was aimed for, so that they could learn from the cartoons. They could learn how to read, learn the letters, learn the numbers, how to treat other people.”
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