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 When Jim Henson made his first puppets in 1954, his goal was simply to get on 

television. He had never had an interest in puppetry before. Throughout his career, he treated 

the many puppets he would use as tools and props, never as their own things(Jones 276). And 

yet, entirely unintentionally, Henson would create a cast of puppets, animatronics, and 

“creatures” throughout his lifetime that would take on lives of their own. This occurred in 

spite of the fact that puppets in American society are generally seen as children’s stuff at best 

and disturbing at worst. In fact, an interest in puppetry is used as shorthand for creepy in 

things like modern commercials, and the idea of living ones is terrifying. Chucky, the 

ventriloquist dummy from Child’s Play, is now a horror icon with a successful franchise, as 

is Billy, an inanimate puppet in Saw who serves as the avatar for the killer, complete with red 

eyes, bulging cheeks, and a clown-like face. Puppetry is considered by some to be bizarre and 

perverse, and yet the Muppets have become so beloved that they are accepted as actual 

celebrities divorced from their creators or performers. They can obliquely reference their own 

puppet-y natures, can appear with their performers operating them in plain sight, but still we 

as a society have decided that they are basically living entities who can appear on talk shows, 

attend charity events, and even give testimony in favor of music education funding to 

Congress. Through all of this, the actual performers are rarely if ever mentioned; the puppet 

is the real star of the show. At times, they will allude to backstories and having agents, and 

repeatedly present themselves as simply actors in their works, with lives going on that 

contradict their movies. The most famous example of this is Kermit and Piggy’s relationship, 

which is consistently portrayed as a legitimate romance in the movies but was portrayed as 

more one-sided on Piggy’s part in interviews for years. During the promotion for The 

Muppets Take Manhattan, much was made about their getting married in the movie within a 

movie being an actual wedding, to the point where The Baltimore Sun printed these rumors in 

1984 and compared the wedding to Rhoda and Joe’s in the 1970s sitcom Rhoda (“New 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7FHZ-A9-RdE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7FHZ-A9-RdE
http://muppet.wikia.com/wiki/References_to_being_puppets
http://muppet.wikia.com/wiki/References_to_being_puppets
http://edition.cnn.com/2002/ALLPOLITICS/04/23/elmo.hill/
http://edition.cnn.com/2002/ALLPOLITICS/04/23/elmo.hill/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U2nVMI0ubvI
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Movie Sees Muppets Married” 1984). The question as to whether or not they are “really” 

married persists in interviews to this day, though in 2014 Piggy confessed that the priest who 

had married them had been defrocked, but “It’s going to happen one day”(Gruden “Miss 

Piggy: Fashion, Kermit and Divas”). As they are, of course, puppets, the question of whether 

or not they are married is moot because they do not have independent lives, but the debate 

rages on. Somehow, the American public has accepted a group of puppets made of feathers, 

foam, felt and fur as beloved icons to the point of forgetting that they are not, actually, alive. 

 How did this happen? The key appears to rest on two facts. First is in design, which 

avoids realism in favor of emotive abilities and pays careful attention to how the creator 

places components such as the eyes and mouth. The second is a line blurring between the 

actor, puppet, and audience. A successful puppet show hinges on how these three interact 

with each other. Henson realized that since the audience was watching through the TV, they 

had the screen itself as a stage rather than a traditional frame separating puppet from 

audience. This opened them up to new possibilities that would create some of the most 

memorable sequences on film (Jones 49-50). Even more importantly, he realized that the 

puppeteer needed to be able to see what the audience would, and used a monitor backstage so 

that they could watch what they were doing as it occurred and adjust the performance to it as 

they went along. This monitor was so important that they found ways to work it in even while 

performing elaborate sequences underwater.  

This paper seeks to ask why people generally find puppets unsettling, why the 

Muppets are an exception to this rule, and what makes them so successful that people want to 

see them as alive even long after the show ends. To do this, it looks into the history of 

puppetry and why it has historically been used rather than other theatrical forms, how the 

Muppets incorporate techniques from other puppeteering practices, and where the audience’s 

disbelief is suspended and to what extent. It also delves into the phenomenon known as the 
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“Uncanny Valley,” used by roboticists and later computer animators, to describe their 

difficulties in making things that humans do not find unsettling, which seems to be at the core 

of peoples’ fears of puppets and dolls.  

 To study how the Muppets work, this paper has decided to choose three characters to 

study: Kermit the Frog, Cookie Monster, and Big Bird. These three were chosen because of 

their iconic nature, their multiple appearances outside their shows themselves, and because 

together they make up the three most common types of Muppets built. Kermit is a hand and 

rod puppet, operated with one hand in his mouth and the other controlling his arms using a 

rod (Muppet Wiki “Hand-Rod Muppet”). Cookie Monster is a live hand puppet, so named 

because he is performed with the puppeteers’ hands inside the puppet, giving his type better 

dexterity for things like grabbing cookies and shoving them in his mouth (Muppet Wiki 

“Live-Hand Muppet”). Live hand puppets typically need two performers, one for the mouth 

and one hand and a second to “right hand,” operating the one the main performer is not 

(generally, as the name suggests, the right, as puppeteers usually use their dominant hand for 

the mouth) (Muppet Wiki “Live-Hand Muppet”). Finally, Big Bird is a full-body puppet. As 

the name suggests, the puppeteer uses their full body, with the puppets themselves being a 

cross between a costume suit and a puppet head. Other puppets of this type include 

Snuffleupagus, the Gorgs of Fraggle Rock, and a variety of international counterparts to Big 

Bird since the suit allows the character to interact fully with live actors (Muppet Wiki “Full-

Bodied Muppet”). 

 Puppetry as an art form is ancient, to the point where we do not know when or where 

it first emerged (Brittanica Online “Puppet”). In its various forms, the concept of using 

objects to represent living beings and tell a story is ubiquitous. Puppets range from simple 

stick figures, socks over hands, or shadows to elaborate creations like Japanese bunraku 

puppets that can require two or more people to control and are the size of their puppeteers. 
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Throughout history, puppetry has been used artistically to tell stories, like all forms of 

theater. In particular, one of the key virtues of puppets is that they can act in ways that would 

be unacceptable, impossible, or simply unsafe with actual human actors (Sherzer 4). This 

includes slapstick, a principle element of many forms of puppet theater best shown in Punch-

and-Judy shows, where the puppets abuse each other in ways that would be horrifying with a 

pair of human beings but are instead funny. It also includes the ability to satirize society with 

less fear of retribution. Puppets are often used to mock the rules and boundaries of society, 

such as the Italian guaratelle show featuring the stock character Pulcinella fighting 

representatives of the doctor, policeman, judge, priest, and finally death and the devil, before 

emerging victorious (Sherzer 20). Mocking and degrading the people in power would be 

dangerously subversive in most situations, but when said figures are exaggerated to the point 

of parody through puppetry and pitted against an equally ridiculous opponent, it becomes 

acceptable to laugh and poke fun at them. Brian Jay Jones notes in his biography of Jim 

Henson that Pogo, a comic strip that greatly inspired Henson, used a similar method of social 

commentary (Jones 28-29). The main character, Pogo the possum, lived in a swamp with his 

cuddly animal friends. However, the jokes in the strip often ran towards the satirical, such as 

the famous Earth Day 1971 strip where Pogo and his friend Porky Pine are walking through 

the forest and Pogo complains about how his feet hurt. Porky agrees that it is hard to walk 

with everything on the ground, and the perspective flips to reveal a host of human junk 

strewn about the swamp, as Pogo says “We have met the enemy, and he is us.” Cute, cuddly 

creatures can get away with saying more about society and pointing out its arbitrary nature 

than live human beings. Similarly, distancing puppets from the actual people, by 

exaggerating traits into absurdity and using distorted, stereotyped voices associated with 

other social groups (such as giving characters different dialects and accents to suggest 

personality traits), allowed more freedom in saying things about the upper classes that would 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/4/49/Pogo_-_Earth_Day_1971_poster.jpg
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go unappreciated otherwise (Sherzer 10-11). It also allowed performers a great deal of 

freedom to play with words and the fluidity of language versus the rigid rules of noble and 

formal grammar. This gave puppetry a foothold in various forms across the world, in places 

such as Italy and Turkey and France and Bali and Indonesia, just to name a few. Puppet 

shows could be so scathing to the regime that their creators would face persecution and 

attempted suppression, such as the banning of performances in Lyon, France during the 

Second Empire (Sherzer 60). Over the years, the Muppets have taken advantage of both parts 

of this freedom. A favorite way to end a skit for Jim Henson was to have something be eaten 

or explode, leading to some of his first major successes in the Wilkins and Wontkins 

commercials where an adorable puppet antagonizes, injures, and often kills his grumpy 

counterpart for not liking whichever brand he was peddling at the time (originally Wilkins 

coffee, hence the name) (Jones 68-69). Sam the Eagle is a gruff, grumpy character insisting 

on things conforming to his strict moral standards wrapped up in a feathery coat of American 

patriotism. In doing so, he satirizes the censors insisting on art being educational, moral, and 

ultimately boring. And while much less biting, Sesame Street has worked for decades by 

parodying popular culture, from Alistair Cookie’s Monsterpiece Theater to current skits like 

Twilight Breaking Cookie and Star S’mores teaching self-control strategies. Puppets add 

significantly more comedy to any given parody.  

 An essential factor in making the Muppets so successful is the skill of their 

performers. While Cookie Monster and Kermit have been inherited by David Rudman and 

Steve Whitmire, respectively, Big Bird is still played primarily by original performer Caroll 

Spinney (though his understudy Matt Vogel has been performing in the suit from time to time 

since around 1998, increasing in recent years due to the physically demanding nature of the 

character) and does the voicework for Big Bird for everything but live appearances by Vogel 

(Muppet Wiki “Big Bird,” “Caroll Spinney”). However, even though other performers have 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxQvW7NNmno
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxQvW7NNmno
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4l9mjSeAVW0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j-LfQCPJJkY
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inherited the roles, they usually try to stay close to their original characterizations. Whitmire 

has performed Kermit for twenty five years and still plays him close to Henson’s original, 

down to mannerisms like flattening his face and looking down at his banjo when singing The 

Rainbow Connection. As such, it is relevant to talk about their original performers. 

 Jim Henson was born on September 24, 1936, in Greenland, Mississippi. His father, 

an agronomist who had studied at the University of Maryland, worked for the Department of 

Agriculture and was stationed in nearby Leland. In 1938 they would move back to 

Hyattsville, Maryland and live there for five years, before returning to Leland for another five 

years. Henson would remember Leland fondly, particularly playing with his friends and 

acting out adventures from movies or radio serials. When acting out one featuring a pair of 

twins, where the good twin had a black star birthmark, Henson came up with the idea of 

taking a bit of cork, making a star out of it, and charring it a bit to make a proper star on the 

wrist of the one playing the good twin. This creativity was a trait Jim’s friends remembered 

fondly, and it would help him throughout his life (Jones 15-16). When his father was 

stationed in Beltsville again and they moved back to Maryland, where Jim would graduate 

from high school, he was sad to leave Leland but happy to be closer to his maternal 

grandparents, who lived in Hyattsville. His grandmother in particular was artistic and 

extremely close to Jim, who shared a birthday with her, and encouraged his drawings, 

crafting and sewing, and served as an audience for him even on visits to Leland before the 

family moved back (Jones 16-17). When television first hit the market, Henson was 

fascinated by it and badgered his family into buying one in 1950, and decided that that was 

where he intended to work. He graduated from high school in 1954, and over the summer he 

and friend Russell Wall saw an opening for a TV show called the Junior Morning Show that 

needed a puppet act. They had never made or performed puppets before, but Jim could build 

them and they could learn. They got the part. However, the show only lasted three weeks 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kaxoaKwx8tU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XJD4eLytkUY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XJD4eLytkUY
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before being canceled for violating labor laws, as the laws that allowed for actors under 

fourteen to get work permits for theater did not apply for television, and the show included 

child performers. Nonetheless, Henson would soon get another puppeteering job with the 

local NBC affiliate, WRC-TV. Like his father, he went to the University of Maryland, where 

he started in the Drama department but transferred to Home Economics as he gravitated 

towards technical jobs, and all the things like advertising, costume design, interior design and 

layout were taught in that department (Jones 37). When the university offered a puppetry 

course so new that the professor teaching it was actually hired to teach jewelry making, 

Henson basically took over the class by virtue of being the only one in the room with any 

practical experience whatsoever. There he met Jane Nebel, who impressed him by performing 

a major marionette in a large group project. She would become his assistant, co-puppeteer, 

and eventual wife (Jones 37-40). They would perform together on WRC-TV’s show 

Afternoon, before being offered their own slot between the local evening news and the 

Tonight show with Steve Allen. Their show would be called Sam and Friends, starting out as 

puppets lip-syncing to records of popular songs or comedy albums and evolving into original 

skits. It quickly became a hit in the DC area, and would run for six years due to 

overwhelming fan support. In 1958, Henson left performing duties to his high school friend 

Bob Payne and went to Europe, intending to study painting (which he still intended to pursue 

as a career). Instead, he found puppet shows being treated as a serious thing, with audiences 

actively engaging with the puppets and having conversations with them. He decided to study 

different puppetmakers and styles of puppetry there, and upon finding it being treated as an 

actual art form treated with respect, he returned to the United States with the knowledge that 

he was not “wasting his time” working in puppetry (Jones 73-74). He graduated from the 

University of Maryland on June 5, 1960, already having established Muppets, Inc. and 

marrying Jane.  
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 In early 1961, with Jane pregnant with their second child and deciding to retire from 

performing after their birth, the pair went to the Puppeteers of America convention for the 

second time in as many years, this time in Asilomar California. There, Henson got to know 

Isadore “Mike” and Frances Oznowicz, both puppeteers from Europe. Mike was a 

Dutch/Polish man of Jewish descent, Frances was a lapsed Roman Catholic, and Mike had 

fought with the Dutch Brigade before they fled Nazi occupation in the 1930s, spending time 

in North Africa, Belgium and England. Their son Frank was born in England on May 25, 

1944. They moved to the United States when he was five, where he would later shorten his 

last name to “Oz.” Before fleeing Antwerp, Mike buried a marionette he had made 

caricaturing Hitler with clothes made by Frances, which would be too dangerous to carry on 

the road with them. He went and dug it up after the war, and it still occupies a place of honor 

in Oz’s home (Pfefferman “The Wizard of “Score”). The story of its recovery was a family 

favorite. Oz was seventeen when he met Henson, and already working with puppets mostly to 

please his parents and earn money but also as an outlet for a shy kid to express himself (Jones 

66). He was performing with Lettie Schubert’s Oakland team the Vagabond Puppets, where 

he had met and befriended twenty-one-year-old Jerry Juhl. Oz was performing a few skits 

with them at the convention, as well as some with his father for Henson. He thought they 

were funny, but “the ending was weak,” which Oz jokes was probably because he liked more 

arty ones and Jim preferred things to explode or be eaten (Jones 67). They discussed the 

possibility of him going east to join the fledgling company, but as he was not yet out of high 

school it would have to wait. Instead he recommended Henson talk to Juhl, who signed on. 

When he finally graduated, Henson jumped at the chance to offer him a job, now in New 

York and having hired master puppet builder Don Sahlin along the way, and the Oznowiczes 

gave their blessing to let him move across the country in August 1963, where he would take 

classes at City College in New York City to appease his parents and work with Muppets, Inc 
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(Jones 100-101). He would work part-time, mostly performing Wontkins in commercials and 

then right-handing for Jim and Rowlf on The Jimmy Dean Show, while Henson experimented 

with things that were not puppets. These included the 1965 short film Time Piece and a 

never-realized idea for a high tech night club experience called Cyclia. After a brief scare 

where Oz was drafted in 1966 (where he would have been assigned to an entertainment unit) 

before being released due to a minor heart condition, he continued work including helping 

shoot film pieces for Cyclia. While the night club, and therefore the images designed to be 

projected onto various multifaceted screens for it, never surfaced, it would give Oz 

experience that would ultimately allow him to direct films. The Muppets, meanwhile, were 

still going strong, with skits appearing on variety shows and commercials featuring Kermit 

and Rowlf as well as the more experimental Limbo, a puppet consisting of two eyes and a 

mouth made of string controlled by puppeteers’ gloves and performed in front of a 

prerecorded screen showing images. The more commercially successful adventures with 

puppetry would allow Henson to try out experimental films like the documentary Youth 68 

and the extremely avant-garde film The Cube, neither of which was particularly 

commercially successful (Jones 131,134). All the while, a fairy tale pilot pitched first to CBS 

and picked up by ABC, changing fairy tales along the way, was in the works. It would star 

puppets, originally based off Snow White but changed to Cinderella, with music composed 

by Joe Raposo and the script written by Captain Kangaroo veterans Jon Stone and Tom 

Whedon. While the ultimate result, an hour-long special titled Hey Cinderella! which finally 

aired in 1970, was poorly received, the collaboration would bring Stone and Whedon’s 

attention to Raposo and Henson, who they wanted to find another project to work with again 

(Davis 159). In 1968, Stone invited Jim Henson to sit in on the meetings and discussions for 

an unnamed project intending to teach young children, particularly poor inner-city children, 

to prepare them for school using television (Jones 139). Since children already watched 
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television and could learn to memorize things like commercials, creator Joan Ganz Cooney 

reasoned, those same techniques could be used to teach them. The project involved child 

psychologists providing the latest child research as well as some of the best talent from the hit 

children’s show Captain Kangaroo, Stone included. Cooney needed fast, bright, humorous 

content to get kids interested. Henson sat through the second set of meetings at Harvard and, 

interest piqued, came back for the third set in August 1968 at the Waldorf-Astoria hotel in 

New York. While they would need the Muppets eventually, what was needed immediately 

and ultimately got Henson on board were a series of short pieces of animation and films, only 

one or two minutes long, that would function like advertising inserts and teach kids about 

things like letters or numbers (Jones 140-142; Davis 162-163). The first one he did, Body 

Parts vs. Heavy Machinery, shows young boys playing in the sand cross-cut with 

construction machines operating, providing a contrast. Kermit would feature in the cast along 

with a host of new Muppets designed for the show, now titled Sesame Street, but the intent 

was to only show puppets interacting with puppets and humans interacting with humans so 

that children would not be confused by fantasy (Davis 185). This proved to be boring for 

children during the human segments, so the producers decided to incorporate Muppets with 

the human actors on the street despite the protests of the child development team. To make 

this easier to shoot, a pair of characters were designed specifically to interact on the street, 

designed to be performed by the same actor (Jones 146). One was a small, originally orange 

and somewhat frightening monster named Oscar the Grouch, a live-hand puppet who lives in 

a trash can, while the other was a large, lovable yellow bird performed in a suit named Big 

Bird. They would be central characters appearing in every episode, which was a time demand 

none of the current puppeteers were ready for due to their busy schedules making ads and 

employee training videos. With months left before the show would premier, they needed to 

find someone fast, so in 1969 the annual Puppeteers of America conference became a 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arupvry_jf4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arupvry_jf4
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recruiting mission for Henson. There, a thirty-five-year-old puppeteer named Caroll Spinney 

caught his eye for the second time (Jones 147). 

 Caroll Spinney was born on December 26, 1933, named for a cousin and for being 

born in the early morning after Christmas. When he was eight, he bought a monkey puppet 

for a nickel at a rummage sale, and for Christmas that year his mother made him a snake 

puppet to go with it. In his family’s barn, he built a puppet theater out of crates, boards and 

logs, charging two cents for admission. His mother, an English native, had seen a Punch and 

Judy show as a child and researched them for Christmas next year, making replicas of the 

puppets and a collapsible puppet theater with the help of her older son Donald (Davis 97-98). 

She wrote the shows which Caroll performed, and in seventh grade he was paid two dollars 

by his English teacher to bring his puppets to a birthday show. In 1947, he and some friends 

were invited to see a local television show on a neighborhood doctor’s new set, and caught a 

few minutes of a children’s show featuring a man with a swan puppet on it. Spinney recalled 

later that “[the puppet] was like an oven mitt, and it was just flapping along. The guy did not 

know how to lip-synch ”(Davis 99). He decided he could do better already, and decided then 

to be on television one day. When he went home, he told his mother that he had seen it, and 

when asked what he thought, said, “Well, it was great, but I’ve decided that someday I’m 

going to be on the best kids’ TV show” (Davis 99). He went to art school, despite his father’s 

protests and having to earn the money himself, until an argument with his father over not 

putting enough gasoline in the car made him join the Air Force on an impulse with an art 

school friend. After being assigned as a draftsman, he told the captain he was actually an 

artist and got assigned to design and draw posters. He served for four years, appearing on 

local children’s TV in Waterloo and during a tour in Germany, before leaving and working as 

an animator, puppeteer and costume character for television shows. In 1962, Spinney was 

performing at a puppet festival in Sturbridge, Massachusetts with an obnoxious bird named 
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Goggle. There he saw a fifty-five minute act with eight routines by Jim Henson and Jerry 

Juhl, including one involving eight wooden soldiers and an obnoxious drill sergeant who sets 

up a target, which the soldiers aim at before turning to point their guns at the sergeant and 

blowing him away. Spinney’s act included the bird refusing to leave until a human hand 

appeared from offstage and strangled the bird, an ending Jim Henson liked enough to invite 

him to New York to talk about the Muppets – actually a job offer that Henson had not made 

clear (Davis 103-104). 

 Seven years later, they met again when Spinney attempted an ambitious multimedia 

project involving film animation, a sound system, and an elaborate set of switches and levers 

operated on his knees. The backgrounds would move in time with the action as well as the 

puppets, and in the finale he would show an animation of birds in flight that would include 

handcrafted bird puppets that would then seem to fly off the screen and into the theater 

(Davis 182-184). Instead, technical difficulties caused a spotlight in the center of the stage to 

blare down at him, throwing everything out of sync and putting him in the middle of the show 

as a shadow puppet while the student techs had no idea how to turn it off. They finally 

managed it at the very end of the act, after Spinney had almost walked and fallen off the stage 

after one section had accidentally been lowered. Henson, however, liked what Spinney was 

attempting to do and offered him a job again. This time Spinney accepted (Davis 184).
 

Sesame Street has been running for forty-six years, and Caroll Spinney has appeared in every 

season, despite almost leaving during the second season, due to the low salary, expenses of 

being in New York, and an offer for a show of his own in Boston, which would star his 

creations Picklepuss and Pop but would probably not have had the same educational goals as 

Sesame Street. He was convinced to stay on another month, and remained (Muppet Wiki 

“Caroll Spinney”). In a 2008 interview, he said that despite the physically demanding job, he 



pg. 13 
 

“can’t imagine willingly walking away from Big Bird and Oscar ”(Washington Times “He’s 

happy being Big Bird”). 

 While acting is one of the most important parts in accepting a puppet as real, the other 

major part is design. While the more cartoonish Muppets are far from “realistic,” the line 

between puppets as cute versus creepy rests in a phenomenon, started in robotics but evident 

now in fields like animation and puppetry, called the “Uncanny Valley.” The theory was first 

set forth in 1970, by the roboticist Masahiro Mori. In an essay published in an obscure 

Japanese journal called Energy, Mori hypothesized about the way humans would react to 

robots in the future, when the field had advanced to the point where realistic human 

facsimiles were possible. In particular, people would show an affinity to those robots as they 

gained more and more humanlike qualities, up until a certain point where affinity abruptly 

dropped before finally building up again until they were close enough to be indistinguishable 

from human beings. Toy robots, for instance, are easier to get attached to than ones designed 

for industrial use, because their humanoid appearance makes them cute and familiar (Mori). 

Prosthetic limbs, meanwhile, can look identical to what they were replacing. However, Mori 

says, while a prosthetic hand can have the same veins and bones to look like a real hand, 

touching said hand can be unnerving as the texture and temperature do not match. It looks 

like a human appendage but does not behave that way, invoking a sense of uncanniness in the 

brain. He deemed this abrupt drop the “bukimi no tani,” which would be translated in 1978 

into the English term “Uncanny Valley.” The valley is also invoked by movement, so that 

clearly inhuman things like bunraku puppets are more accepted if they have realistic 

movements, but too realistic things like disembodied limbs moving on their own or disjointed 

movements from something seemingly human dip straight into the valley. The hypothesis 

remained obscure for decades, before a surge in popularity as people in both robotics and 

fields like computer animation and video gaming hit the valley and needed something to 
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explain what they were seeing. The phenomenon is subjective, so there are very few images 

that invoke universal terror, but a good one is the 2003 live-action Cat in the Hat movie. 

Specifically, the starring role is played by Mike Myers in full-body makeup including 

painting his face snow-white and surrounding it in the furry cat head, to very bad effect. 

Something intended to be cute and whimsical is instead an emissary of nightmares 

masquerading as a beloved childhood icon making bad jokes. It does not help that the film 

contains a scene with him actually pulling out a large kitchen knife and using it as a threat.   

 While Mori’s hypothesis is the origin of the phrase, the phenomenon was first 

described almost seventy years prior in early psychology. In 1906, Ernst Jentsch wrote an 

essay titled “On the Psychology of the Uncanny,” which Freud would later reference in his 

work titled “The Uncanny,” or “Das Unheimlich” in 1919. Freud defines it here as “that class 

of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long familiar” (Freud 1919). 

Both Jentsch and Freud referenced writer E.T.A. Hoffman as someone utilizing the sense of 

uncanniness for horror, though they differed over where they found it. Freud describes how, 

in “The Sand-Man,” the real horror is in the act of one’s eyes being ripped out, rather than 

Jentsch’s suggestion that it be Olympia, a character who is revealed to actually be a living 

doll. Both, however, agree that things like wax replicas of human beings or corpses can 

inspire the feeling of uncanniness, due to their nature as things which look alive but are not. 

Jentsch in particular goes into great detail about how one of the most reliable causes of the 

uncanny is that sense of doubt as to whether something is real or not. Jentsch describes a 

phenomenon quite similar to the modern valley: “the life-size machines that perform 

complicated tasks, blow trumpets, dance and so forth, very easily give one a feeling of 

unease. The finer the mechanism and the truer to nature the formal reproduction, the more 

strongly will the special effect also make its appearance” (Jentsch 1906). From the start, dolls 

http://www.gstatic.com/tv/thumb/movieposters/33297/p33297_p_v7_aa.jpg
http://www.gstatic.com/tv/thumb/movieposters/33297/p33297_p_v7_aa.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLFn_wD2B8I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLFn_wD2B8I
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and puppets had a place in the discussion of the uncanny, skirting just between accepted and 

terrifying.  

 When Mori describes the valley, he also describes how to escape it: While developers 

shoot for the peak emerging from the valley, where things are indistinguishable from humans, 

they should instead try for the peak before entering the valley first. A prosthetic that looks 

and feels unrealistic is easier to accept than one that looks realistic but does not feel that way 

(Mori). The Muppets, as a rule, live at that first peak. Part of this is their stylization, as they 

remain cute and plush rather than trying for exact likeness. Even when a Muppet is made in 

the image of an actual person, such as Henson himself, there is still enough detail left out to 

put it firmly in the realm of Not Human, with little bead eyes and an exaggerated large nose. 

They were also designed with special attention paid to the triangle between eyes and mouth. 

The most crucial part of Muppet design was the placement of their eyes, and Henson himself 

insisted on being involved there while leaving the rest up to the puppeteer or designer 

building the character. Putting them too close or too far apart from each other would start 

creeping out viewers. Designer Don Sahlin described it as a “magic triangle,” and the end 

result is iconic and easily lovable characters (Jones 98). To see just how magic the triangle is, 

one need look no further than the case of Phineas and Ferb, a hit cartoon on Disney. Phineas, 

one of the main characters, is so heavily stylized his entire head is one big triangle, with eyes 

on either side. On paper, there is no problem. Describing him like that he even sounds like a 

Muppet. This is an official gameplay trailer from the Disney website showing Phineas in 

three dimensions for the game Disney Infinity. And suddenly a previously endearing 

character dives straight into the Uncanny Valley. While he looks fine in two-dimensional 

space, every attempt to render him at all three-dimensionally, from showing his head turning 

in the cartoon to official merchandise to video games, looks weird at best and horrifying at 

worst. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w2nVcuwF_0A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w2nVcuwF_0A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w2nVcuwF_0A
http://video.disney.com/watch/phineas-and-ferb-toy-box-pack-disney-infinity-4f58942f7c52cb186b14b460
http://video.disney.com/watch/phineas-and-ferb-toy-box-pack-disney-infinity-4f58942f7c52cb186b14b460
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 While the Muppets usually do not have this problem, this does not mean all of 

Henson’s creations are so lucky. In the eighties, as Henson and his team experimented more 

and more with animatronics and mechanization and more realistic creations, a team was 

developed that came to be called The Creature Workshop. Their results were not called 

Muppets, as they clashed with the now-signature style, and they were so automated that 

calling them “puppets” was a bit of a stretch, so they were instead dubbed “creatures” (Jones 

323). The main offender in the valley is in The Dark Crystal. There are four main races in the 

film, along with a variety of fantastic creatures as wildlife and plantmatter and the wise 

Aughra. The two with the least focus, the Mystics and Podlings, have no major problems, and 

the Podlings manage to be recognizable before and after having their life essence drained by 

the Skeksis, leaving them enslaved husks. The Skeksis, designed as a species to represent the 

dark half to the peaceful Mystics and having had a thousand years of unrestrained hedonism, 

vanity, and petty infighting that has nearly wiped out their ranks, are intentionally made to 

unnerve the viewer. While they remain decorated with feathers, gems, huge collars and 

draped in rich, voluminous fabrics, their bodies are something akin to decaying, desiccated 

zombie vultures. The Emperor in particular looks like a corpse even before he passes, with a 

shriveled head covered in pockmarks and pustules and tiny withered claws. The effect is 

amplified by the huge, luxurious bed he is laying in, dwarfing him by comparison. His hair is 

unkempt where the others are styled, and even his neck ruff is frayed and failing. As he 

protests that he is not dead yet and still their emperor, he seizes up and shudders, his eye 

appearing to turn red and bloodshot before he finally lays back and crumbles to dust. All of 

this is uncomfortable to watch, but that is because it is designed to show the death throes of a 

diseased, ancient creature. On the other end of the spectrum are the unintentionally odd-

looking Gelflings, who are also the film’s protagonists. Unfortunately, they were not 

designed for the emotional demands of the movie. In motion, the viewer can mostly ignore 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8w7zFfMr_Dc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8w7zFfMr_Dc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVIrGONcCu4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVIrGONcCu4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVIrGONcCu4
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the worst part of it, but the scene in the opening of Jen without clothes just shows how 

awkward their design is. Even in the film itself, no amount of immersion can escape the fact 

that the Gelflings are the least expressive creatures in Thra. Fizzgig, a giant mouth covered in 

fluff, can successfully emote, but main character Jen is restricted to “mouth closed in a vague 

smile” and “mouth open, still in roughly that same smile”, even when people he cares about 

die in front of him. In one scene, a Skeksis tries to put him in a thrawl, and the only 

noticeable indication of this is the music cue. Heroine Kira is at least capable of frowning a 

bit, but the puppets are still so limited in emoting that in a scene where she is captured by the 

Skeksis and will have her life force drained, she spends most of the time covered by her hair 

or out of shot so that the audience cannot examine her too closely. When they are not 

moving, the differences from human and the limited emoting send them from awkward to 

uncanny. The performers are clearly doing their best to make them as convincing as they can, 

but they still cannot overcome the unconvincing design. 

 So how did the other Creatures and Muppets avoid the dreaded valley? And how is it 

that, even staying firmly on the nonhuman side, they can still be perceived as real? The first 

part is that design, and the placement of eyes. One easy way to make humans like an 

inanimate object is to give it a simple face and eyes. It works from toasters to office items 

people put face stickers on, because instantly there is a level of anthropomorphization. The 

eye placement in particular is just right to look like actual creatures rather than something 

that Should Not Be. Second is the well-executed, fluid movements of the puppets. Even Jen 

and Kira manage to look less like soulless mannequins when they are in motion than they do 

in photographs, because they move in a way that looks stylized, but synchronized rather than 

jerky. They also look lifelike enough that those movements seem familiar, rather than 

unsettling. The Uncanny Valley works both ways, creeping people out with humanoid figures 

with jerky movements and obvious robots moving in startlingly lifelike ways. Muppet 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j679RgrnPVE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j679RgrnPVE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5dYtpMeK54
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5dYtpMeK54
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5dYtpMeK54
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yMmE53Uae3Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BMZ5odgo0yE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BMZ5odgo0yE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmEslgrcHwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmEslgrcHwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cNZPRsrwumQ&list=TLZYvK3EyC3uubuR9CXRWz_-AmdDttvG1W
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performers make sure their puppets are talking in sync with their voice and that all of the 

puppet’s limbs are coordinated with each other. Both points are crucial for making the 

puppets not obviously puppets. The effect is so convincing that people in production of The 

Jimmy Dean Show would forget Rowlf was a puppet whose performer had a script and 

microphone on hand and give him cue cards, and lets the performers take a back seat to their 

characters even around costars (Jones 103-104). Scenes in the show and movies showing 

things like Kermit drinking milk or Miss Piggy swimming reinforce this, as they show feats 

that a puppet would not be able to do, suspending the audience’s disbelief. Most importantly, 

they can emote. The simple mouth shape sported by Kermit and Anything Muppets in the 

vein of Walter is easy to turn into a smile or frown or scream of horror. After the first season 

of The Muppet Show, Gonzo was modified to allow for eyes that could change shape and 

droopiness, eventually even independently of each other (Muppet Wiki “Gonzo”). A stylized 

puppet with just realistic enough movements and emotions looks better than an almost perfect 

facsimile of a human being that falls short. 

More recently, Henson Studios made another unfortunate foray into the valley with 

Sid the Science Kid. The stars of this show are motion-capped digital puppets, and something 

about their realistic faces or smoothness or mouth movements just makes them look weird 

and frightening rather than adorable. Maybe part of the Muppets’ ability to stay just realistic 

enough to be cute rests in their being physical objects with soft, lovable plush exteriors. 

 Kermit the Frog was not the first puppet Jim Henson made, nor the first one to be 

under the title of “Muppet,” but he is by far the most influential and iconic one. The original 

Kermit was not a frog but a vaguely reptilian thing in a lighter, bluer color. He first appeared 

in Sam and Friends in 1955, and the original puppet would be used for ten years (Muppet 

Wiki “Kermit Through the Years”). In 1965 he gained a red sweater and more angular arch to 

his face, but did not yet have his signature collar and flippers, which he would gain in 1968. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vtj516_nYU4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rYzXhE3vwNk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1WcuVK3GZp0
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While he was sometimes referred to during this time as “Kermit the Frog,” he would not be 

dubbed such for good until 1971’s special The Frog Prince (Muppet Wiki “When did Kermit 

become a frog?”). Kermit started by lip synching to popular tunes that would be twisted into 

some kind of chaos as the song went on, often getting eaten or destroyed at the end, before 

Jim Henson started adding voice acting himself. This gave him more varied skits to be eaten 

or destroyed by other Muppets in.  

 The general mechanics of Kermit have not changed much since his inception. His 

arms and hands are controlled by a rod, while the performer’s other hand goes in his mouth. 

Though not the most sophisticated design – Henson described him as “one of the simplest 

kinds of puppets you can make” (Jones 47). – it allows for a very flexible face that can make 

a wide variety of expressions. From his displeased face scrunch and flatten to a wild, arms-

flailing, wide-mouthed YAY!, Kermit emotes in an easily recognizable way. While not a 

realistic version of a frog, Kermit is able to believably react to the chaos going on around 

him. 

 As the longest-running Muppet, Kermit has appeared in a wide variety of roles over 

the years. While Kermit was a popular Muppet on Sam and Friends, he was not as popular as 

the titular star or Yorick the skull, and his roles largely included suffering at the expense of 

other puppets. He was not even the first Muppet to reach national attention, as Rowlf’s role 

on The Jimmy Dean Show overshadowed him. But Jim Henson was attached to Kermit, 

whose primary role was as a foil to other, weirder characters and whose voice was essentially 

Henson’s own. Over the years, Kermit became a slightly more sarcastic version of Henson 

himself. In 1977, Henson would say in an interview, “Kermit is the closest one to me. He’s 

the easiest to talk with. He’s the only one who can’t be worked by anybody else, only by me. 

See, Kermit is just a piece of cloth with a mouthpiece in it. The character is literally my 

hand” (Shales “Kermit- the star”). While other puppets like Sam would be retired, Kermit 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hFbyujLT8HQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hFbyujLT8HQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L0LWg4m7A7M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mmax3yEZX58
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tv4KQbDaCfM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tv4KQbDaCfM
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stayed involved in whatever was going on. He was also unique among the Sesame Street 

Muppets, having been made well before the show. This would cause problems with the Hey 

Cinderella! special, which finally aired after the first season of Sesame Street in 1970 and 

featured Kermit leading in to commercials (Jones 152-153; Davis 211-213). Viewers thought 

that as a Sesame Street character, he was not supposed to endorse things, and the frustration 

was enough that Kermit almost left the show during the second season before returning as a 

recurring character in 1971 after they had struggled and failed to create a character to replace 

him. Henson would record skits for the show up until his death, and Kermit would remain, 

played by Steve Whitmire, until Disney bought the Muppets in 2004. While he was not 

created for the show the way other characters would be, Sesame Street was a crucial part of 

Kermit’s life. And it was on Sesame Street that Joe Raposo, looking for a song for a frog, 

wrote what became one of Kermit’s and Jim’s favorite songs, one that encapsulates Kermit’s 

character (Jones 174-175). It took Henson a few takes to find the right tone for “Bein’ 

Green,” but the song’s journey from self-consciousness and loneliness to wonder and self-

acceptance resonated so much that it became a recurring theme for Kermit songs, appearing 

in “Frogs in the Glen” and “This Frog.” In both, however, Kermit is unashamed of his 

unimpressive exterior from the start, saying that though people may think otherwise, he is 

proud to be himself. While Kermit is never as bombastic as his costars, he knows who he is 

and is happy to play his role, a role which made him the most beloved Muppet of all.  

While Kermit was a popular and lasting character, it did not occur to Henson to place 

Kermit as the star of his planned Muppet variety show at first. His first two attempts at pilots 

introduced new characters to fill the backstage manager role, neither of whom stuck. The first 

two pilots were also unsuccessful, as was an attempted pitch reel set up as a sort of 

commercial for Henson himself (Jones 214-215; 220-221). Finally, British Lord and founder 

of Associated Television Lew Grade, who had been impressed by Henson’s ATV 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z4ZxxHbJGbY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z4ZxxHbJGbY
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appearances with Julie Andrews, decided to take a chance on the show and Kermit got his 

time in the spotlight. On The Muppet Show, Kermit would have to deal with last-minute act 

changes, wrangling guest stars, the wide variety of explosive, dangerous, failed, or just plain 

terrible acts his staff would come up with, the bunch of weirdos that made up his staff itself, 

and the occasional takeover. While Kermit’s control over the situation is debatable, the show 

continues to run and manages to be successful for it all.  

In addition to all his other appearances, Kermit has also appeared in interviews and 

charity events, where he was treated like another guest. Even in a conversation with Henson 

and Kermit including how Kermit is a puppet, he remains “live” while Henson talks and 

questions are still addressed to Kermit himself. Kermit and Scooter presented at the Academy 

Awards in 1986, with Statler and Waldorf in the audience, despite being a pair of hand-rod 

puppets who cannot open the envelope, requiring Henson to stand up and open it himself. 

Winner Cilia Van Dijk proceeded to give her acceptance speech as normal, even with 

Richard Hunt performing Scooter right next to her. Muppets have made appearances in public 

and on guest shows for decades. Now that Disney owns the Muppets, their performers appear 

less often and they try not to allude to the fact that they are puppets, but that reinforcement is 

ultimately unnecessary to the illusion that the Muppets are actually alive.  

 Cookie Monster began life as a puppet used for ads and training videos, with sharp 

teeth that would be a bit too threatening for three-year-olds and an appetite for anything he 

could fit in his mouth. His early design would change several times even as an ad character 

before settling on the bright blue, googly-eyed, toothless sack of appetite that would become 

beloved. In the first season of Sesame Street, he appears as a generic monster, finally with his 

proper blue fur. In two particular first-season skits, though, the character started to solidify. 

First was The Mr. and Mrs. Game, where a different blue monster with the Cookie Monster 

voice and his wife appear on a game show with Guy Smiley. When offered the choices 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LlJBHRaapTY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LlJBHRaapTY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QWtf6LFmJ04
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QWtf6LFmJ04
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L-2wlqdw7e4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3PapmiW4YiA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3PapmiW4YiA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YWYh4_h8ud4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YWYh4_h8ud4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RowwNXKEt4k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RowwNXKEt4k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RowwNXKEt4k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xF7BlsSzHVQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pE-8BXD1v0Q&list=PLCBCD9A547C2B30A0
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between a huge vacation-new car-new house-money prize and a single cookie, he chooses the 

cookie because it is his favorite food. The second is a skit where Ernie wants to enjoy milk 

and a cookie, which are stolen by a furry blue monster (who had not yet been named Cookie), 

who Ernie catches in the act. The monster then proceeds to act sad but not actually regretful 

until Ernie offers to get him his own milk and cookie, which fills the monster with excitement 

until he flops over on his back with one last “milk and cookie.” In the second season, these 

got him upgraded to an actual character, complete with name. While he would eat pretty 

much anything put in front of him, cookie or no, his obsession had begun. In the third season, 

he would get his signature song “C is for Cookie”.  

 As a live hand puppet, the performers can easily manipulate Cookie Monster’s hands 

and fingers, allowing for easy grabbing and shoving of all manner of objects. His mouth 

contains a special hole in the back for things to disappear into, allowing him to eat whatever 

his heart desires (mostly cookies) (Muppet Wiki “Cookie Monster”). It also allows for more 

elaborate gestures like drumming his fingers or resting his head on his hand, for his more 

pensive moments. 

 Cookie Monster’s core personality is mostly impulse. He sees a cookie, he eats that 

cookie. While he can be convinced to share cookies with friends, there will almost certainly 

be some portion of cookie that is eaten by the end of the skit. He is after all a Cookie 

Monster, and devouring cookies is his reason for being. His hunger can be diverted, but never 

fully sated. As a result, he acts a bit like a particularly hungry toddler, giving other characters 

a foil to play off of. As a contrast to his tendencies to speak in incomplete sentences and refer 

to himself as “me” and his unending appetite, Cookie Monster occasionally shows bursts of 

insight and a surprisingly advanced vocabulary. In one skit, Cookie Monster tests whether he 

and a rock are alive, asking for a “driver’s license passport whatever” as proof the rock grows 

and presents it as an intriguing scientific question. After determining the rock is not alive 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fWVv0Ob_844
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fWVv0Ob_844
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ye8mB6VsUHw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=giWqEPNLtBo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=giWqEPNLtBo
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because it cannot eat cookies, and that he is alive because he can, he eats the cookies. Still 

hungry, he looks at the rock and then eats it too because why not. In another, Cookie Monster 

decides to test which shape of cookie tastes best, demonstrating shapes for children and then 

tasting them. He calmly judges the first cookie in each pile as though they were wine, based 

on aroma, texture and vintage, and finding them inconclusive, tastes the rest and goes into a 

cookie-eating frenzy. When presented with the conundrum of the last cookie in a jar, Cookie 

Monster deliberates over whether to eat it now, delighting him with cookie, or save it for later 

so that he would not be sad and cookie-less. His decision to break the cookie in half shows an 

attempt at delayed gratification, and he is aware that the future exists and will not have a 

cookie in it if he eats it now. Cookie Monster is also an easy figure for parody scenes like 

Monsterpiece Theater, which contrasts the refined image of Alistair “Cookie” in his smoking 

jacket and ascot in a library with the fact that he is still a Cookie Monster. The later parodies 

like Hungry Games and Star S’mores are less classic but keep Cookie Monster as a consumer 

of cookies, things he can somehow fit in his mouth, and popular culture. For an oversized 

toddler with an infinite appetite, Cookie Monster has surprising psychological complexity. 

He also ate an Emmy once (Muppet Wiki “Things Cookie Monster has Eaten Other Than 

Cookies”).
 

 While Kermit tends to appear to promote new movies, Cookie Monster’s non-show 

appearances are eclectic. He appears on relatively logical sources like the series In Character 

on NPR, where they test whether or not Cookie Monster will truly eat anything (he draws the 

line at sardine ice cream, though not at the sound equipment) and Elizabeth Blair tries not to 

crack up at his antics. So far, this makes sense, since the series was about fictional characters. 

His appearances on comedy news shows like Stephen Colbert or Last Night Tonight work 

because Colbert is basically a Muppet already (he is not quite as obsessed with “culture” as 

Sam the Eagle, but otherwise functions as a parody of people insisting on American 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gfNalVIrdOw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gfNalVIrdOw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wGSzqqcl62c&list=PL1CCA8F1F4702AEF0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-eZ22B-2F5M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-eZ22B-2F5M
http://thecolbertreport.cc.com/videos/zcd35g/cookie-monster


pg. 24 
 

Patriotism to justify everything in much the same way) and John Oliver has appeared on 

Sesame Street. But other appearances include everything from the TLC show Cake Boss for 

Sesame Street’s 40
th

 anniversary to an interview on tech website Engadget, which is odd 

considering Cookie Monster’s standard questions about technology always ultimately include 

whether or not he can eat it. While tech-related questions are asked, Cookie Monster is 

mostly there because someone involved decided it would be funny. He has shown up fairly 

frequently in the last few years to dispute a rumor, which has been circulating since early 

spring 2005 according to the Muppet Wiki, that he would be changing his name to “Veggie 

Monster” and leave his beloved cookies behind (Muppet Wiki “Is Cookie Monster now the 

Veggie Monster?”). As the Colbert Report segment shows, Cookie has no plans to go on a 

diet and change his name. While Sesame Street has shown him frequently eating or admiring 

more healthy foods in recent years, Cookie Monster was never exclusively a cookie-eating 

monster. In fact, one of his earliest appearances in Ernie Presents The Letter A, which aired 

in January 1970, shows him swallowing an apple whole after taking it from Ernie. And he has 

been advocating healthy foods since long before the “A Cookie is a Sometimes Food” song 

aired and the rumors began, such as the “Healthy Food” song that first aired in 1987. He also 

eats rocks, awards, and on at least one occasion an Xbox 360, so he was never being shown 

as a model of dietary fitness to begin with. His promotion of fruit tends to be more like the 

kind seen in this segment in which Cookie Monster learns about art from Alan, the current 

owner of Hooper’s Store. In it, Cookie Monster sees a bowl of fruit and is about to eat it 

before Alan asks him not to, because he is painting a still life. Cookie Monster is confused, 

because Alan always says he likes it when Cookie eats fruit (“It healthy! And good for 

you!”), but Alan explains that art is for looking at things and offers to get Cookie an easel so 

he can paint and see what all the fuss is about. First, though, he has to ask Cookie not to eat 

the painting in progress, which takes serious effort on Cookie Monster’s part. Cookie decides 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gdDTUzmf1rU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rLYCiA-s2hE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E8YiXwHK04g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iH9IO6iMO78
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KBMxpDbp51A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcJJxedh-uY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UrtGIbeJ24E
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to paint a cookie, since they are his favorite thing, but deems the finished product “good 

enough to eat” and immediately does so. His second attempt, a self-portrait, suffers the same 

fate because it reminds him of cookies, so Alan and onlookers suggest he paint an abstract 

design instead. After a close call, he has a moment of inspiration and declares that it is too 

good to eat, choosing instead to look at it. Finally, Chris calls to the artists offering some 

freshly-baked cookies, which Alan is ready for. Cookie, however, wants to continue 

appreciating his art, which he does for about three seconds before going for the cookies since 

his painting will still be there afterwards. Here we see fruit being promoted as healthy and 

delicious while still getting Cookie Monster eating cookies, loving cookies, and also eating 

anything tangentially related to cookies. The cookies are not going anywhere. 

 Finally, there is Big Bird. Conceived especially for Sesame Street so that the Muppets 

could interact directly with human performers, Big Bird is a rare Muppet that can always be 

shot full-body. This is because Big Bird is a suit puppet, with his mouth and eyes operated 

with one hand and his wings with the other, the left with the hand inserted and the right by 

using a fishing line attached to his wrist from his neck (Muppet Wiki “Big Bird”). The ability 

to easily interact with the cast means that most international versions of Sesame Street have 

created their own counterpart to Big Bird, using him as a de facto lead that other characters 

can explain concepts to, though he has since been overtaken in this role by Elmo. Big Bird 

was based off concept designs for a full-body puppet for ads known as the La Choy Monster. 

Frank Oz was actually offered the role, but turned it down because he had performed in the 

La Choy Monster Muppet and never wanted to do a suit character again (Jones 146). Caroll 

Spinney, however, had no such issues. While the character started as a town yokel in the first 

season, his characterization changed so that he was more like a child, with his head design 

changing to reflect that (Muppet Wiki “Big Bird Through the Years”). A monitor and 

microphone are inside the suit, so the performer can see what happens. On occasions where 
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Big Bird is performing on-location and the performer cannot use video feed, he instead has a 

hole in his neck to see out front, hidden by a necktie (Muppet Wiki “Big Bird”). This was 

used for specials at places like the Metropolitan Museum of Art, China, and Japan, as well as 

Spinney’s performance at Jim Henson’s memorial service. Big Bird’s beak is more rigid than 

the mouths of Kermit and Cookie, but his range of motion and eye movements make him just 

as expressive as any other puppet, culminating in one of Sesame Street’s most famous 

moments. After actor Will Lee’s death in 1982, the staff decided to address the absence of 

Mr. Hooper in the next season by explaining he had died. Big Bird initially does not 

understand that his friend will not come back, asking where Mr. Hooper is so he can give him 

the picture he drew. The adults tearfully explain that he had died, that it means he cannot 

come back, and that while the others will take care of him it will not be the same. When Big 

Bird asks why things have to be this way, Gordon says “Because,” calling back to an earlier 

segment in the episode between them where Big Bird walks backwards with his head 

between his knees “just because.” While Big Bird cannot visibly cry, it is evident from his 

body language and voice (clearly choking up, which the actors later said was all real grief at 

their colleague’s death) that he is upset, and the segment explains death in a way children 

understand, while still being direct about it (Davis 281; 283-284). Honoring Jim Henson at 

his memorial service eight years later, Spinney chose to do so in costume, singing Kermit’s 

signature “Bein’ Green” and thanking Kermit at the end of the song, obviously crying 

through much of it. Big Bird’s large costume and Caroll Spinney’s age mean that Big Bird 

has made fewer appearances off Sesame Street in recent years, but when he does show up, the 

audience goes wild. Very few fictional characters inspire quite the same love as Big Bird 

does. 

 In the early years of Sesame Street, segments with children were unscripted, using 

real kids and giving the adults a subject which they would then talk about with the child 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gxlj4Tk83xQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gxlj4Tk83xQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lrZyMptC2eQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sch4cgecTWA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sch4cgecTWA
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however they saw fit. In one segment from 1973, Kermit sings the alphabet with a girl named 

Joey. After she inserts “Cookie Monster” into several parts of the song, Kermit gets fed up by 

the coda. “Next time, Cookie Monster can sing this with you!” Kermit says, scrunched in 

displeasure as he hops off. “I love you,” Joey calls back. Kermit immediately turns around 

and comes back into the frame, saying “I love you, too.” The moment remains one of the 

sweetest on the show, and remains available for streaming on Sesame Street’s website, 

Youtube and Hulu channels, and is included in clips or recounted in various Muppet-related 

books. Henson may have been sitting right in front of Joey, but her attention is always on the 

frog. This happened with plenty of kids on the show, who totally accepted the puppets as real 

even with their performers operating them, but it extends even to adults. Celebrities working 

with the Muppets would succeed by playing off them like regular guests, and as their fame 

grew, they would begin appearing at events as celebrities in their own right. The puppeteers 

still exist, but the moment a Muppet shows up, they are the only one there. Their appearances 

on shows outside their own and talking about topics that do not directly concern them extends 

even to the United States Congress, where Mr. Elmo Monster was allowed to give 

congressional testimony on the importance of funding for music education in schools in 2002 

(Congress in the Archives “Mr. Elmo Monster Goes to Washington”). While the topic would 

obviously be close to the hearts of Sesame Street performers, who educate young children 

using music for a living and often were inspired by school arts and music programs, any one 

of them could have chosen to go as themselves rather than as a character. Further, Congress 

decided to allow a puppet to testify, rather than insisting on Kevin Clash giving the 

testimony. In the transcripts, he is even referred to as “Mr. Monster,” as Elmo does not have a 

surname. He even appeared in Congress wearing a suit, with Clash completely out of sight. 

While Joe Lamond of the International Music Productions Association did most of the 

serious talking with statistics, Elmo was still taken seriously and is to date the only non-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lYIRO97dhII
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lYIRO97dhII
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human to give testimony in Congress. Despite being characters made largely of felt, foam, 

and fur, the illusion of the Muppets as living beings is hard to dispel. Where the idea came 

from is hard to say – certainly not Henson, who let his children play with the old puppets and 

never encouraged them to treat them as alive (Jones 127). But, in the words of Kermit, 

“Somebody thought of that and someone believed it; look what it’s done so far.” It could be 

the performers’ tendencies to stay in character between takes  or the sheer love that 

generations of children have developed after 45 years of Sesame Street, but the characters are 

more than just their physical forms (Jones 287). While Jim Henson’s death was sudden and 

unexpected, he had already specified that Kermit should appear with a new performer right 

away, to show that he would live on. The Muppets, all of them, are more than just the sum of 

their parts.  

 As of the completion of this thesis, the classic Muppet Show characters have returned 

to television in theshorts known as Muppet Moments on Disney Channel’s Disney Junior 

block, starting on April 3
rd 

and continuing throughout 2015 (Disney Insider 2015). Like the 

moments on Sesame Street with children like Joey, Kermit and the alphabet, the shorts 

feature improvised interactions between Muppets and young children talking about a subject. 

In the case of the new shorts, these are things like “apologies,” “favorite foods,” and 

“manners.” It has been sixty years since Jim Henson first took one of his mother’s coats and 

sewed it into the first Kermit puppet, and twenty five years since Henson’s death, but Kermit 

and the rest of his Muppet companions live on. While their performers and designers brought 

the Muppets to life, it is the audience’s love and belief that keeps them that way, even when 

the puppeteer is gone.   

  



pg. 29 
 

Bibliography:  

1. Jones, Brian Jay. Jim Henson: The Biography. New York: Ballantine, 2013. Print 

2. "New Movie Sees Muppets Married." Baltimore Sun 10 July 1984. Web. 23 Feb. 

2015. 

<http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=kXBmAAAAIBAJ&sjid=p4wNAAAAIBAJ

&pg=1094,3261552&dq=muppets&hl=en>. 

3. Gruden, Jennifer. "Miss Piggy: Fashion, Kermit and Divas." The Life Blog. 

Canadianliving.com, 18 Mar. 2014. Web. 23 Feb. 2015. 

<http://www.canadianliving.com/blogs/life/2014/03/18/miss-piggy-fashion-kermit-

and-divas/>. 

4. "Muppet Wiki” Muppet Wiki. Web. 9 Mar. 2015. 

<http://muppet.wikia.com/wiki/Muppet_Wiki>.  

5. "puppetry." Encyclopaedia Britannica. Encyclopaedia Britannica Online Academic 

Edition. Encyclopædia Britannica Inc., 2015. Web. 23 Feb. 2015. 

<http://academic.eb.com/EBchecked/topic/483732/puppetry>.  

6. Sherzer, Dina, and Joel Sherzer, eds. Humor and Comedy in Puppetry: Celebration in 

Popular Culture. Bowling Green State U Popular, 1987. 4-5, 10-11, 47-63. Print. 

7. Pfefferman, Naomi. "The Wizard of “Score” | Arts." Jewish Journal News. TRIBE 

Media Corp., 2 Aug. 2001. Web. 9 Mar. 2015. 

<http://www.jewishjournal.com/arts/article/the_wizard_of_score_20010803/>.  

8. Davis, Michael. Street Gang: The Complete History of Sesame Street. New York: 

Viking, 2008. Print. 

9. "He’s Happy Being Big Bird." Washington Times. The Washington Times, 19 June 

2008. Web. 9 Mar. 2015. 

<http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2008/jun/19/happy-being-big-bird/>.  

http://academic.eb.com/EBchecked/topic/483732/puppetry


pg. 30 
 

10. Shales, Tom. "Kermit- the Star." Ellensburg Daily Record 8 Feb. 1977. The 

Washington Post. Web. 9 Mar. 2015. 

<https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=860&dat=19770208&id=ujJPAAAAIBAJ

&sjid=O48DAAAAIBAJ&pg=4767,1995742&hl=en>.  

11. "Mr. Elmo Monster Goes to Washington." Congress in the Archives; Tumblr. The 

Center for Legislative Archives, 10 Nov. 2011. Web. 9 Mar. 2015. 

<http://congressarchives.tumblr.com/post/12596960172/mr-elmo-monster-goes-to>.  

12. "Exclusive: Go Behind the Scenes of the New Muppet Shorts | Articles, Disney 

Insider." Disney Blogs. Disney, 17 Mar. 2015. Web. 1 Apr. 2015. 

<http://blogs.disney.com/insider/2015/03/17/exclusive-go-behind-the-scenes-of-the-

new-muppet-shorts/>. 


