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Foreword


by Yetide Badaki


FAIR WARNING TO all who read this foreword: you are now experiencing the words of an individual who is quite literally in the throes of fangirling. If, like me, you are a fan of genre and passionate about credit being given where it has long been due, the stories within this book will not only enlighten but also inspire. Plainly put, you are in for quite a thrilling ride. Fast-paced, vibrant, and possessing a quirky warmth, not unlike the author herself, Pop Culture Pioneers had me equal parts exasperated over the extent of erasure of so many formidable women in genre and delighted by the brilliance and perseverance of those who came before. 


Anyone who has ever had the pleasure of meeting Cher Martinetti knows well her edgy, quick wit and deep concern with the plight of women in pop culture and beyond. I found myself immediately pulled in by her many accounts of those who continued to persist in building tables, even as seats were being whisked out from underneath them. Cher’s passion for shining light on the countless pioneering contributions by women in the realms of genre is in itself a testament to the resilience we are so often called on to exhibit in the face of erasure.


As shown by the impact of “the Scully Effect,” we women need to see ourselves reflected back in a variety of mediums to further believe that there is a place for us not only in the worlds depicted but in the one we currently inhabit as a whole. To read about the work that has been done by women in fan culture, gaming, animation, film, television, and more affirms with a verifiable insistence that we absolutely belong anywhere that our imaginations can take us. 


One of my earliest memories of Cher was at San Diego Comic-Con, where she had brought together a room full of incredible individuals that included Gail Simone, Sana Amanat, Fiona Dourif, Lights, and Sera Gamble. She popped some bubbly, gave a toast to all assembled, and within moments had us off to the floor to discuss all things women and pop culture. It is therefore no surprise to me that within the pages of this book, Cher continues to champion the myriad contributions of women in our favorite pastimes while utilizing that same sense of joyous, urgency-fueled celebration.


So dive in, join the festivities, discover a welcoming space, and perhaps make some new friends along the way.














For my nieces, Alyssa & Jordan, who take after me in all the best ways









[image: image]





















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Running Press logo]














Introduction


WHEN I WAS a freelance writer writing for SYFY WIRE (back when it was still called Blastr), I noticed there weren’t many other women writing for the site. And there weren’t very many women visiting the site. I knew there were plenty of people who didn’t fit the stereotypical “straight, white guy” profile who also loved sci-fi, fantasy, horror, comics, and video games. You know, geeks. There were other sites that had covered these topics from a female perspective, but they still didn’t really speak my language. I liked all of those things, but not all of the things. And some of the stuff I had never even heard of, though I was curious enough to potentially get into it, but finding an entry point seemed difficult, and like I was somehow still not expressing my fandom the “right” way. So I decided to create a space where women and nonbinary geeks could write about the stuff they love in a way that was authentic, called FANGRRLS, naming it after the Riot Grrrl movement of the nineties, specifically embracing the progressive tone and DIY culture. There was no litmus test or rule as to what constituted a “true fan” for FANGRRLS, but it was also about more than just fandom: the majority of media critics have always been straight, white men. And when one demographic has a monopoly on reviewing and critiquing the films, television shows, video games, books, and comics that are being made, that absolutely affects the type of content these studios and publishers create, in that they will continue to focus on content that is well received by that very small, specific audience. Look back through the decades and see how few stories focusing on or created solely by women or people of color have been made. Even in recent years, stories that are led with a diverse cast and/or crew are often met with vitriol for no other reason than they’re different from the status quo. This baffles me to no end, especially since the more time I spent in my role as the founding editor of FANGRRLS, the more I learned about how the sausage is made and who was actually making it from the very beginning.


In 2018, while doing press for the newest installment in the Halloween horror series, actress Jamie Lee Curtis made it her mission to repeatedly bring up the one person without whom the popular horror franchise wouldn’t have been possible: Debra Hill. Debra, who passed away in 2005 from ovarian cancer, had produced and cowritten the original Halloween movie, in which Jamie Lee—then a relatively unknown actress recognized mostly for her famous lineage (her parents were screen legends Janet Leigh and Tony Curtis)—was making her film debut. Curtis made sure that in every interview with every press outlet, she emphasized Debra’s talent and contribution to the 1978 horror classic, especially in the creation of Halloween’s protagonist, Laurie Strode. Jamie Lee brought a renewed focus to Hill’s career, so much so that the New York Times featured the late producer in their “Overlooked” series in May 2019, the recurring column reserved for obituaries of notable people who weren’t covered by the paper at the time of their death. Fourteen years. It took “the Newspaper of Record” that long from her passing to give Debra Hill her due.


I’ve never been a big horror buff. I wasn’t even two years old when Halloween first came out, but I had always associated the films with horror legend John Carpenter, which most people undoubtedly have. But Carpenter was far from a legend before Halloween, and of all the movies that helped elevate his success critically and commercially—like Halloween, Escape from New York, The Fog—Debra Hill had a hand in every one of them, as both a producer and a writer. Debra Hill’s DNA was all over Halloween, and yet nobody—not even the industry she worked in—gave her the credit she deserved when it first became a huge success. Hill also had produced a number of cult classics since that first Halloween movie, like one of my personal favorites, Clue. It was Debra Hill who secured the movie rights to the board game—yes, that Clue—and worked closely with original director John Landis, screenwriter turned director Jonathan Lynn, and producer Peter Guber to get the film made. Clue’s stacked cast of comedic legends, including Madeline Kahn, who portrayed Mrs. White, and Eileen Brennan, who portrayed Mrs. Peacock, helped make the movie based on a board game with zero story a comedy classic. Its influence can even be felt in Rian Johnson’s 2019 Knives Out, in which Jamie Lee Curtis also starred. I highly recommend you watch Clue if you haven’t. It’s so funny, and the ensemble cast is fantastic. 


After learning about Debra Hill’s enormous contribution to Halloween and, more importantly, witnessing the mainstream coverage of Jamie Lee Curtis honoring her during the press cycle for the new movie, I realized that there was no way Debra Hill was the only woman in all of Hollywood who had been practically erased from history. There had to be countless stories of talented women in the sci-fi, fantasy, horror, comics, and gaming spaces who made notable contributions that helped shape pop culture as we know it today. I wanted to learn about them and, more importantly, amplify their names and their work. And what better time to do it than during Women’s History Month. So in 2019, SYFY FANGRRLS Forgotten Women of Genre podcast series was released. Every day for the month of March, we told the story of a different woman who played an important role in some of the biggest genre franchises and properties ever made. And let me tell you, there were a lot of them. I was shocked to learn how some of these women were intentionally removed from the credits of projects they worked on while men went on to get all of the credit and accolades for those same projects. These same men would go on to have long, thriving careers that brought them a lot of fame and money while the women, at least the luckier ones, were merely a footnote, most of them ceasing to work in the industry completely. It was like they just vanished and ceased to exist. The truth is, there are way more women than we could talk about; we just couldn’t find more than a few sentences about them that acknowledged they had, in fact, worked on these famous projects. Oftentimes, those concessions were made decades after the women had passed away. It didn’t help that the older the movie, television show, comic book, etc., was, the worse the record keeping was. A lot of older movies and shows didn’t even include a fraction of the ending credits that they do now, and it wasn’t until the sixties and seventies that the various craft guilds began to gain power and stipulated those credits in the cast and crew contracts with studios. 


The podcast was well received and led to this very book, expanding on the number of women we celebrated in Forgotten Women of Genre. In this book, I share their stories while examining the circumstances, whether personal or imposed by rampant sexism in their respective industries, that led to many of these women never fully receiving the credit they deserve or becoming household names. And it was even harder for Black women and other women of color to break into the industry, much like it still is today. I’m not going to lie, while researching this book I felt a mix of emotions that ranged from anger and sadness to joy and inspiration. I was angry and sad to see how women were often responsible for helping launch so many of the very industries they were later intentionally excluded from. But still, they kept going. They found a way in, conquering a number of obstacles, like dealing with unconscionable sexual harassment and misogyny while often balancing the traditional duties expected of a woman with husband and kids. As the decades progress, so do the achievements of women, and that leaves me with tremendous hope of what the next few decades will look like. 


I had the chance to interview Jamie Lee Curtis in October 2018, during promotion of the new Halloween. We spoke about what it was like to revisit the original movie and how the #MeToo movement overlapped with the film’s plot. She made fun of my ripped jeans and hugged me after the interview, thanking me for the thoughtful conversation. This isn’t a humblebrag, it’s to let you know that Jamie Lee’s absolutely amazing in person and is exactly how she comes across in her social media and interviews. It’s refreshing to see someone, who not only grew up in the Hollywood system but became a star in her own right, be her own person and go against the grain of what that very system seems to expect from the stars it produces. Jamie Lee doesn’t give a fuck about any of that, but she does give a fuck about the people and world around her. It was that night, after that interview, that the idea for Forgotten Women of Genre was born. I never had the chance to tell Jamie Lee how she inspired me in so many ways, namely to utilize my platform to bring renewed focus to all of the women who came before me. So as you read this book, and especially if you’re Jamie Lee Curtis, do it with the knowledge that she, just like all of the women in the following pages, acted as a catalyst for its existence. She deserves credit for her role in my story, just like the seventy-five women in this book do. 














It’s a man’s world and show business is a man’s meal, with women generously sprinkled through it like overqualified spice. 


—Carrie Fisher
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THE SEVENTIES WERE a pivotal time in pop culture. The counterculture movement of the late sixties dominated the decade as the fight for civil and equal rights continued in the streets and the courts. The Bronze Age of comics ushered in a new wave of stories reflecting the social justice issues of the time while Hollywood became forever shaped by a small group of auteurs, disrupters who would change the way the film industry operated for decades to come.


Yet for all the change happening on screens big and small and in print, behind the scenes was a different story. Women still made up an embarrassingly low percentage of the film, TV, comics, gaming, and publishing industries. And the ones that were there were met with blatant and subtle sexism and harassment while having to work twice as hard as their male counterparts despite receiving a fraction of the pay and sometimes even less of the credit.


The film industry in America in the seventies is often lauded as an amazing time when studios eagerly welcomed the imagination and experimentation of young, rebellious creators. In 1998’s Easy Riders, Raging Bulls: How the Sex-Drugs-Rock ’N’ Roll Generation Saved Hollywood, author Peter Biskind spends more than four hundred pages lionizing a string of male directors from the era, like George Lucas, Robert Altman, and Steven Spielberg, while the rare mention of any of the women working at that time is relegated to nothing more than footnotes, as if they served merely a decorative role in the lives of such greatly talented men. Biskind often treats these women’s contributions with the same sexist indifference that the women themselves were undoubtedly subjected to at the time. What he doesn’t mention is how Hollywood was overwhelmingly set up to work in favor of people like Lucas et al.—meaning anyone who was white and male. 


For example, there’s no mention of how comedian Joan Rivers—herself already one of the biggest comedy acts in the country, headlining shows in Vegas, and a household name thanks to her frequent talk show appearances—couldn’t get studio funding for a comedic fantasy film she cowrote and directed called Rabbit Test. The film also served as the big screen debut for two guys named Billy Crystal and Michael Keaton. If you haven’t heard of her movie, then maybe you’ve heard of them? However, despite Joan’s success, including the popular made-for-TV movie The Girl Most Likely to…, she ended up having to mortgage her house and borrow money from her father to fund the production of Rabbit Test herself. And she was one of the biggest comedians at the time.


I know, you may be reading this and thinking, “Yeah, but George Lucas created Star Wars and Spielberg is Spielberg!” And you’re right. But those two were also basically fresh out of college and new to the industry, and yet they still had an easier time securing financing than a very famous, very popular Joan Rivers did. Aside from that, even after Lucas got started in the industry, his first feature-length film, THX 1138, was a bomb, so studios weren’t exactly chomping at the bit for his original Star Wars screenplay.


Not even his close friends within the industry, like Francis Ford Coppola and Steven Spielberg, could find much positive to say about his space story at the time. It was clear he needed a lot of help to turn his early version of the film into something actually filmable. Lucas himself admitted that the finished product bore little resemblance to his original fourteen-page treatment. In fact, a considerable amount of help came via notes from his then wife, Marcia Lucas, and screenwriter Gloria Katz, the latter chiefly responsible for reshaping Princess Leia from just another pretty damsel in distress into a tough, capable leader who didn’t take any shit.


As for Spielberg, he spent the beginning of his career directing episodes for various TV shows before Universal gave him a deal to direct four TV movies. From there, he was offered the directing job for Jaws. Unfortunately, female directors didn’t experience anything close to the career trajectories of their male counterparts—and, sadly, still don’t. Between 1960 and 1980, only sixteen women directed commercial films. And it wasn’t until second-wave feminism that any of the professional guilds in Hollywood, like the WGA, SAG, and the Directors Guild, even thought to start compiling data of just how rarely qualified women were getting hired.


While film and television made some semblance of an attempt to acknowledge the existence of a gender gap, other industries seemed to move in the opposite direction. As gaming burst on the scene via arcade and home consoles, women were all but entirely shut out from positions as coders and game designers at every major studio. In mainstream comics, women writers and artists faced both a toxic culture and sexist content, and in science-fiction publishing, female authors were met with especially harsh critiques of their work while being subjected to flagrant gatekeeping from male critics and fans.


Disenfranchisement more often than not leads to disengagement, which is the intended result. And while on the surface it may seem like a small thing for people to be intentionally excluded or not given the same opportunities in the sci-fi, fantasy, and horror spaces—especially compared to bigger issues like voting, civil, and human rights—all of these things are connected. Our ability to create and believe stories is essential to our evolution and one of the defining traits that makes us human. Storytelling holds power, regardless if those stories are fiction or not, simply because of the concepts and ideas within them. Artists have used their mediums of choice to convey their own ideological and political beliefs for centuries—for example, it’s even believed that Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel depicts the artist’s growing disdain with the Catholic Church. 


Politics and art may seem like strange bedfellows, but they’ve been the OTP (original true pairing) for longer than most of us have been alive. The social discord of the seventies provided a prime opportunity for the disenfranchised to convey their message and make their voices heard. And what better place to present or discuss new ideas, especially progressive ones that envisioned a better tomorrow, than in science fiction, fantasy, and comics?
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The Matriarchitects of Modern Fandom


LIKE EVERY SUPERHERO or any epic space fantasy, nerd culture and fandom itself have their very own origin story. Fandom can be traced as far back as the late 1800s when Arthur Conan Doyle first wrote about a fictional detective named Sherlock Holmes. Fans of the novel wrote parodies and pastiches in homage to the character, an obvious precursor to fan fiction. When he was killed off in 1893’s “The Adventure of the Final Problem,” Sherlock’s fans reacted by canceling their subscriptions to the Strand Magazine—where Conan Doyle’s stories were published—in droves and almost putting the publication out of business. They were also rumored to have publicly mourned him for weeks by wearing black armbands everywhere they went. Eventually, after continued pressure from fans, Conan Doyle brought the beloved character back. Sound familiar?


Nearly fifty years after Sherlock fans formed what’s often considered the first organized fandom, the World Science Fiction Society held its first public convention, Worldcon. Unlike most annual conventions that would follow, Worldcon has always been fan-held and -driven, never relying on or coveting corporate participation. In lieu of tickets, attendees purchase memberships, which are meant to foster the spirit of joining and participating in the community as opposed to merely being a spectator. The memberships cover admission to the convention and all its events, including the ability to vote for the winners of the Hugo Awards, one of the most prestigious awards in science fiction. Since its inception, the focus of the WSFS and Worldcon primarily is the celebration of science-fiction and fantasy literature and the fan community.


By the mid-1960s, one television show would come along and change everything. Unlike the sci-fi and fantasy shows before it, Star Trek married legitimate science with whimsical space fantasy while featuring some of the most talented and respected writers in the genre. The show spawned a passionate fandom unlike anything before. Trekkies, as they are called, would be so inspired by the series that they would launch fanzines and meetups dedicated to not just discussing, but fully immersing themselves within, the fictional universe. The show’s cast and crew, many of them having come from the previous decade’s fan communities, often interacted with their devoted base via their own zine submissions and guest appearances at fan conventions. The imagined line between creator and audience was blurry at best. Some fanzine writers and artists would go on to contribute professionally to the beloved franchise. As Star Trek became a cultural phenomenon, it served as the tip of the proverbial nerd spear cracking the barrier between niche subculture and the mainstream.


When people think of Star Trek, they think of creator Gene Roddenberry, and the term “trekkie” almost instantly conjures up some geeky guy donning Spock ears and a Starfleet uniform. However, Star Trek’s original series owed a huge debt to its female fans. When NBC canceled the show after two seasons, it was bought for a third season only because of the work and passion of the “Save Star Trek” campaign. This campaign was spearheaded by the Star Trek Welcommittee, which was founded by a woman named Jacqueline Lichtenberg. The campaign also relied on the support of fanzine editors like Juanita Coulson and Peggye Vickers, who was founder of the Leonard Nimoy Association of Fans and helped mobilize fans in the letter writing campaign. That’s right: women saved Star Trek from cancelation, and they have played an enormous role in its enduring legacy.


Right as the original run of Star Trek was coming to an end in 1969, PBS was launching a new children’s show called Sesame Street. The educational program would consist of live-action skits, sketch comedy, and characters called Muppets created by a puppeteer named Jim Henson. Sesame Street would become a global success praised for its approach to children’s educational television while introducing generations of kids to a ragtag group of Muppet characters like Kermit the Frog, who became the de facto face and leader of the Muppets, and his opinionated and flamboyant girlfriend Miss Piggy, who would become an unexpected feminist icon for kids and adults of all ages. The Muppets would go on to star in their own prime-time television show and first movie by the end of the seventies while Henson’s imaginative world expanded as well. By 1979, he would found the legendary Jim Henson’s Creature Shop, which would then go on to imagine and design inventive puppet creations for television shows and films like The Dark Crystal.


Sesame Street is instantly synonymous with Jim Henson. What many don’t know is that Jane Henson, his wife, was his creative partner in the earliest days of his career. When she stepped back from her puppeteering to raise their children, he replaced her with Frank Oz, who would go on to become a legend in his own right, eventually creating and voicing Yoda in the Star Wars franchise.


The late seventies also gave rise to home video game consoles like the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) and Atari, and the explosion of video game culture. Computer science is a field that was completely built by women and people of color. Most of the early coders and programmers were women, mainly because male managers deemed the jobs “easy” and similar to tasks like typing. However, once the medium proved lucrative and more men began working in the field, companies started implementing male-only associations as well as sexist math and personality tests meant to deter women and others from being hired.


After Atari’s 1972 release of Pong, the first commercially successful arcade game, the company’s 1977 home gaming console, Atari 2600, would again change the industry by popularizing the use of ROM cartridges. Although the company would close thanks to the video game crash of 1983, only to be reborn a year later, then eventually become defunct in the 2000s, Atari’s and its founder Nolan Bushnell’s complicated legacy has endured. Yet the many women who literally helped build the games that made Atari have mostly fallen into obscurity. While there were some women at the beginning of the gaming revolution, imagine how different the video game industry might be now had more women and people of color been allowed to be a larger part of the community and make the games that they wanted to see in the world?


Being a fan—even despite the overwhelming evidence to the contrary—is still largely seen as something masculine or that boys do. Despite this common misconception, women have not only been here from the very beginning, but they’ve been—and continue to be—a crucial part of creating and nurturing the very foundations from which modern fandom exists (Does the name Mary Shelley ring a bell?). Women and female-identifying people in the geek space are often subjected to litmus tests and forms of gatekeeping that they must overcome in order to find a place in the community. They often have bestowed on them the label of “fake geek girl” or are accused of being a poseur acting solely with the intention of gaining some kind of imagined approval from their male counterparts. But the reality is, women were at the forefront of creating the very spaces they’ve been ejected from. And it’s because they were inclusive and welcoming, especially among newer fans, that these spaces continued to grow and prosper.


From Hanna-Barbera’s domination of Saturday morning cartoons to the boom of fan fiction to the films and games that people line up in droves to see and buy today, here are just some of the women who helped plant the seeds that eventually grew into the culture of modern fandoms that we know and love.
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Bonnie Erickson


ON OCTOBER 13, 1974, a demure wannabe starlet made her first appearance on the pop-jazz group Herb Alpert & the Tijuana Brass’s television special. She bashfully flirted with the host and lead singer, Herb Alpert, then in a breathy, Marilyn Monroe–esque voice quipped, “This is for you, Herbie,” before breaking out into a song that made nails on a blackboard sound like an operatic aria. Her bit barely lasted more than a couple minutes, but looking back, the hints of what she was destined to become were all there. In just two years’ time she would officially make her true television debut and introduce the world to an unexpected feminist icon. Fans watched as she wore her career aspirations as a badge of honor, tested her feminine wiles on A-list actors, and didn’t take shit from anyone, least of all her boyfriend. She was also a pig. Well, more accurately, a pig puppet, and her name was Miss Piggy.


When people think of the Muppets, they usually think of two creators: Jim Henson and Frank Oz. Both men have impressive résumés, and their creative genius has spanned decades, influencing countless childhood memories. However, despite his influence and legacy, Frank Oz hardly created Miss Piggy on his own. In fact, he had considerable help from cocreator and puppet designer Bonnie Erickson.


Bonnie Erickson was born in Anoka, Minnesota, in 1941 and raised in St. Paul. She started taking art classes as a teen, but her sights were already set on a bigger and better future. Each week, she’d pick up a copy of the Village Voice, the popular alternative news tabloid at the time, and be enthralled by the stories of New York City’s Greenwich Village, the booming bohemian mecca over a thousand miles away. She enrolled in the University of Minnesota but ditched it her sophomore year and headed to New York City in 1961.


Greenwich Village in the 1960s was the nucleus of the counterculture movement on the East Coast. It was where art, music, literature, and politics conjoined, one being equally influenced by the others. Where the beatniks of the fifties blended and evolved into the hippies of the sixties. It was where, on any given night, one could catch the Velvet Underground playing at a local bar or, in Bonnie’s case, a fellow Minnesotan named Bob Dylan playing at the Gaslight Cafe, just steps from her apartment on MacDougal Street. They’d often smoke a joint after one of his gigs, promising never to tell anyone that they were just two hicks from Minnesota reinventing themselves in the big city.


After her hopes of getting into acting didn’t work out, Bonnie found herself back in art school, taking classes at the Art Students League of New York. She eventually got into costuming, working Off-Broadway from 1963 until 1970, when she heard from a friend that puppeteer Jim Henson was looking for a costume designer. Making costumes for the theater crew was one thing, but for puppets? Well, at least they didn’t talk back.


Over the years, Bonnie progressed from costume designer to becoming the head of the Muppet workshop and was on the original building team for The Muppet Show, which, unlike Sesame Street, focused on more adult sketch comedy and was a throwback to the days of vaudeville. Though Henson’s success was largely in children’s entertainment, he wanted to prove that his Muppets were for adults, too. Which is how Miss Piggy started, as one of three nameless pigs appearing briefly in a sketch for The Muppet Show pilot “The Muppets: Sex and Violence.” Incidentally, that sketch was the first time “Pigs in Space” appeared, arguably (by me) the greatest recurring sketch ever to appear on The Muppet Show.


Pop-jazz musician Herb Alpert had reached out to Henson’s team in need of a sexy female pig for a skit. Working on a time constraint, Erickson grabbed some lavender satin and fashioned a dress and gloved hands, changed out one of the nameless pig character’s initial beady eyes for bigger ones with lashes, and threw pearls around her neck to hide the seam, and the Miss Piggy character was officially born.


However, it wouldn’t be until later episodes of The Muppet Show in 1976 that she’d finally shine, as she slowly made her way from being a chorus “girl” to getting bigger spots and more time on the show. Bonnie based a lot of Piggy on singer Peggy Lee, so much so that Piggy started out as Miss Piggy Lee, but she ditched the surname once she started gaining popularity. Erickson’s mother had grown up listening to Peggy Lee on the local radio in North Dakota, where both she and the singer were from, long before Lee was famous. Bonnie claimed it was Peggy Lee’s reputation as a headstrong, no-nonsense woman that inspired her to pay homage with this new Muppet and joked that Piggy always knew she was destined for stardom from the beginning, even if that wasn’t anyone else’s plan. As Erickson put it, once Frank Oz added Piggy’s legendary karate chop (which was done only because the puppeteer couldn’t physically make the character perform a slap motion as written in the script), a star was born.


Porcine divas aside, as head of the Muppet shop, Erickson’s contributions to The Muppet Show were numerous. Her designs include the crotchety, cantankerous duo Statler and Waldorf, the Electric Mayhem’s far-out sax player Zoot, and the Country Trio. By 1977, Erickson had headed back to the States and opened her own puppet design shop, where Henson Associates, Inc. became her first client. When she wasn’t working with Henson on shows like Fraggle Rock, where she served as design consultant and workshop director, Erickson’s shop made mascots for sports teams, like the Philadelphia Phillies’ Phillie Phanatic. She also oversaw the creation and development of the Tickle Me Elmo toy.


Later in life, Bonnie Erickson served from 2007 to 2014 as the president, then executive director of the nonprofit Jim Henson Legacy, set up by her late boss and friend’s family to preserve his memory. During her tenure she oversaw production and installations at the Museum of the Moving Image, the Museum of Pop Culture, and the University of Maryland, where she was in charge of the Jim Henson and Kermit the Frog statue.


The performers and creatives that work in puppetry rarely become recognizable faces or names, obviously, because it’s the characters that occupy the limelight. Representation still matters, however, and puppetry remains a largely male-dominated industry (still today, the majority of even the female characters are created and performed by men), which is why it’s even more important that women like Bonnie Erickson are properly, and publicly, credited for their work.
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Joan Ganz Cooney


ON NOVEMBER 10, 1969, a young girl named Sally is led down the street by her teacher and neighbor Gordon. He proceeds to introduce her to all the people in their neighborhood, including a man named Bob, another called Mr. Hooper, Gordon’s wife, Susan, and an eight-foot-two-inch-tall anthropomorphic canary named Big Bird. Sally has just moved to Sesame Street, a fictional New York City block.


Over the next hour, kids watching along at home would participate in a sing-along about washing with Ernie, learn about the number three, and take a virtual trip to a dairy farm, before finally learning all about the letter W with Kermit the Frog. For more than fifty years, this block would serve as home to a diverse and eclectic group of neighbors, both human and puppet, who together would teach preschool-aged kids across 140 countries lessons in subjects like spelling, counting, and, above all else, tolerance and acceptance. Sesame Street forever altered children’s educational programming from its very first episode, and it was largely thanks to the work of Joan Ganz Cooney.


Three years earlier, Cooney had hosted a small dinner with her then boss, Lloyd Morrisett, an executive at the Carnegie Corporation. The group had begun discussing the possibility of teaching young children through television programming, a topic that Cooney felt especially drawn to at the time. She had actively pursued a career in educational and noncommercial television upon learning such a thing existed and had spent the last three years producing political debate shows and documentaries for the local Newark, New Jersey, Public Broadcasting station when it was still known by its former call letters, WNDT. Cooney, who was well read and cared deeply about issues like civil rights, poverty, and foreign policy, had developed multiple programs that spoke to adults interested in issues like race and the financial inequalities in the country. Because she was an idealist, using television in a way that was productive intrigued her.


Soon after that evening discussion, Cooney would take a leave of absence from her WNDT job in order to travel across the United States and Canada to meet with experts in child development, educators, and television producers. Her purpose was to conduct a Carnegie Corporation–funded study to determine just how television could, in fact, be used to educate preschool children. Her findings from this study would be instrumental in what would become the foundation of Sesame Street. For two years, research continued while Cooney began to further develop a new kind of children’s show, and Morrisett helped secure $8 million in funding for the new series.


Then, in 1968, they founded the Children’s Television Workshop (now known as the Sesame Workshop), a nonprofit organization responsible for producing Sesame Street. One of CTW’s main goals was to create programming accessible to all kids, with a focus on children from underserved, lower-income families. Armed with years’ worth of research and data, Cooney began to staff up her future show. She hired a number of people, including producer and director Jon Stone, who had worked on the popular children’s show Captain Kangaroo. Stone, in turn, tapped a tall, bearded, hippy-looking puppeteer named Jim Henson to create the original puppet characters for the new show.


While Henson characters weren’t initially meant to interact with the human cast on Sesame Street, Cooney’s research and audience testing showed that kids responded positively to the characters, and the show was then reshaped to make Big Bird and crew a larger part of the series. This would be one of the first of countless changes to the show, which, since its first season, has continued to evolve to best suit the needs of its young audience as well as the changing world they inhabit. By the 1980s, the show would begin addressing the real-life events of the human cast, such as the death of Mr. Cooper and Maria’s pregnancy, using these moments as opportunities to teach both kids and their parents how to navigate life’s major milestones. Later, Sesame Street would also address real world concerns like AIDS, September 11, and Hurricane Katrina. During its initial run, Sesame Street won 189 Emmys—more than any other children’s program.


Joan Ganz Cooney served as the head of the Children’s Television Workshop until 1990. She has been honored countless times since 1970, with accolades such as being named Woman of the Decade in 1979, receiving a Lifetime Achievement Emmy in 1989 and the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1995, and being inducted to the National Women’s Hall of Fame in 1998. In 2007 Sesame Workshop launched the Joan Ganz Cooney Center, a nonprofit dedicated to continuing Joan’s work and legacy by studying ways to improve children’s literacy via digital technologies. Joan and Sesame Street helped make Jim Henson and his Muppets household names and, eventually, beloved global icons. But perhaps more importantly, Joan Ganz Cooney basically invented children’s educational programming as we know it. Because of her pioneering efforts, millions of kids across the world all have access to programming that teaches them kindness, tolerance, and a bevy of other important lessons. It’s not hyperbole to say that people like Joan Ganz Cooney help make the world a better place.
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