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2026 press coverage highlights
8th Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival, January 21-31, 2026

e The New York Times returned after covering the 2nd Chicago International Puppet
Theater Festival in 2017. Laura Collins-Hughes’ mid-festival round-up included
reviews of Plexus Polaire’s The Doll House, Manual Cinema’s The Fourth Witch, KT
Shivak’s Rhynoceron, and Blair Thomas'’s Does a Dog Have Buddha Nature?

e See additional national coverage in American Theatre Magazine (twice) and
Cultural Attache.

e 2026 marked the second consecutive year CIPTF made Chicago Magazine's Top
10 events in January.

e Both major papers ran pre-festival preview features: A large roundup in the
Chicago Tribune, and a full-page story about Blind Summit’s The Sex Lives of
Puppets in the Chicago Sun-Times.

e See additional previews in the January issue of New City (Left Hand of Darkness),
along with Chicago Star Newspaper, Hyde Park Herald, Chicago Reader, Third
Coast Review, Block Club Chicago and Time Out Chicago.

e TV placements included NBC5 “Matt in the Morning” live from Chopin with
Rhynoceron and Blair, Blair live, in-studio with Wakka Wakka on Fox 32's Chicago
Now, and sizzle reel placement in ABC7’s Weekender.

e Radio placements included Blair interviewed on WBBM-AM 780 News Radio and
WGN 720 AM Sunday Morning with Dean Richards, and a Manual Cinema The
Fourth Witch audio feature by Mike Davis for WBEZ 91.5 FM.

e Chris Jones, Chicago Tribune, reviewed Manual Cinema’s The Fourth Witch and
Blind Summit’'s The Sex Lives of Puppets mid-festival, and continued positive
mentions of CIPTF in subsequent reviews of other shows and in his Monday
Chicago Theater Loop email.

e Preview and review coverage ran throughout the fest via key local entertainment
blogs and outlets including Buzz Center Stage, Chicago Stage and Screen, Chicago
on the Cheap, Around The Town Chicago, Chicago Parent and Chicago Kids.

e Total placements retrieved in 2026, at 71, increased 18 percent this year over last
year (60, in 2025). 2026 also marked a near return to total coverage levels from
our top performing year: 74 placements in 2024.



e This increase is largely due to a surge in online coverage versus traditional media
formats, which syncs with information migrating online over TV, radio and print. A
continued decrease in TV placements marks an area for improvement in 2027.

e The following year-by-year coverage comparison notes results from CIPTF PR
efforts only, and doesn't include results from partner placements, notably The
Enormous Crocodile (requested but not received). In addition, each placement is
noted once by its “primary” media type. For example, a print placement that also
ran online is counted once, as print.

CIPTF total placements by year and type

Year 2026 2025 2024 2023
1A% 2 6 10 8
Radio 3 1 5 1
Print 17 22 23 19
Online 49 31 36 30
Total 71 60 74 58

e The following press coverage manifest lists all 2026 festival placements in
chronological order starting with our announcement on November 3, 2025. Click
on any individual placement that follows to link to the story online.



8th Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival
2025-26 press coverage manifest

Chicago Tribune, Chris Jones Theater Loop email, exclusive festival anct 11.3.25
https://drive.gooale.com/file/d/1d37z7inR68eE-5WneRtH60MOMxN_DtQv/view?usp=drive_link

Broadwayworld, 8CIPTF anct 11.3.25
h ://www.broadwayworl m/chi rticle/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATE

R-FESTIVAL-Returns-This-January-20251103

Chlcago Parent 8CIPTF listing posted 11.4. 25

Buzz Center Stage, 8CIPTF anct 11.14.25
https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6069-8th-chicago-international-pupp
et-theater-festival-returns-january-21-february-1-2026-welcoming-puppeteers-from-around-the-g|

obe-to-north-america-s-largest-puppet-fest.html

Newcity, Today in Culture tickets on sale 11/12 blurb with link to site 11.11.25
https://www.newcity.com/2025/11/11/today-in-culture-tuesday-november-11-2025-auditorium-t
heatres-restoration-plans-loops-resto-recovery-dick-clarks-new-years-rockin-eve-adds-chicago/

Broadwayworld, tickets on sale anct 11.12.25

https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATE

Chicago Tribune, C Jones Theatre Loop email inc CROC Cyber Monday deal 12.1.25
No link

Broadwayworld, final lineup announcement 12.16.25
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/Chicago-International-Puppet-Theater-Festiva
[-Returns-in-January-20251216

Time Out Chlcago listing posted 12.16.25 (requested correctlons twice - inc fix low tlcket price)

th- annual -fest/article_7415546f-4717-4c7a-8e63-35377655c0bb.html

American Theatre Magazine, Jerald Pierce December column includes fest preview & sizzle
video 12.19.25
https://www.americantheatre.org/2025/12/19/seeking-new-chicago-theatre-hangouts/

Puppet Happenings Newsletter, Jim Henson Foundation, Dead as a Dodo “Top Pick” listing (plus
other show and workshop listings) 12.26.25
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=6617f6cd35&view=lg&permmsgid=msqg-f: 18525683
63960455754



https://drive.google.com/file/d/1d3Zz7jnR68eE-5WneRtH6OmOMxN_DtQv/view?usp=drive_link
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATER-FESTIVAL-Returns-This-January-20251103
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATER-FESTIVAL-Returns-This-January-20251103
https://www.chicagoparent.com/events/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chicago/
https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6069-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-returns-january-21-february-1-2026-welcoming-puppeteers-from-around-the-globe-to-north-america-s-largest-puppet-fest.html
https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6069-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-returns-january-21-february-1-2026-welcoming-puppeteers-from-around-the-globe-to-north-america-s-largest-puppet-fest.html
https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6069-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-returns-january-21-february-1-2026-welcoming-puppeteers-from-around-the-globe-to-north-america-s-largest-puppet-fest.html
https://www.newcity.com/2025/11/11/today-in-culture-tuesday-november-11-2025-auditorium-theatres-restoration-plans-loops-resto-recovery-dick-clarks-new-years-rockin-eve-adds-chicago/?oly_enc_id=0806I0481578J0U
https://www.newcity.com/2025/11/11/today-in-culture-tuesday-november-11-2025-auditorium-theatres-restoration-plans-loops-resto-recovery-dick-clarks-new-years-rockin-eve-adds-chicago/?oly_enc_id=0806I0481578J0U
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATER-FESTIVAL-Returns-In-January-20251112
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATER-FESTIVAL-Returns-In-January-20251112
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/Chicago-International-Puppet-Theater-Festival-Returns-in-January-20251216
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/Chicago-International-Puppet-Theater-Festival-Returns-in-January-20251216
https://www.timeout.com/chicago/theater/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-1
https://www.chicagostarmedia.com/global-puppet-artists-come-to-chicago-jan-21-feb-1-for-eighth-annual-fest/article_7415546f-4717-4c7a-8e63-35377655c0bb.html
https://www.chicagostarmedia.com/global-puppet-artists-come-to-chicago-jan-21-feb-1-for-eighth-annual-fest/article_7415546f-4717-4c7a-8e63-35377655c0bb.html
https://www.americantheatre.org/2025/12/19/seeking-new-chicago-theatre-hangouts/
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=6617f6cd35&view=lg&permmsgid=msg-f:1852568363960455754
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=6617f6cd35&view=lg&permmsgid=msg-f:1852568363960455754

Chicago Magazine, Top 10 events in January Agenda item, in print 12.15.25, posted 12.29.26
https://www.chicagomag.com/chicago-magazine/january-2026/january-agenda-3/

Reklama, Festival preview 1 by Sergey Elken posted 12.29.25 cover (7) of January print issue

Spotlight On Lake, Fest announcement 12.30.35
https://www.spotlightonlake.com/posts/8th-chicago-intl-puppet-theater-fest-present-puppeteer

s-around-globe

Hyde Park Herald, preview by Anne Spiselman - south side show focus posted 12.29 in print
12.31.25
https://www.hpherald.com/arts_and_entertainment/a-puppet-fest-preview/article_42116ef2-e5
10-484d-8670-1d35¢2429d83.html

City Cast Chicago, Guide to January 2006 in Chicago inc CIPTF, MCinema, Alva, LHeit 1.2.26
FF to 4:25 - 6:20 for conversation

fm

Chicago Asian Network, Left Hand of Darkness preview 1.4.26
https://www.chicagoasiannetwork.com/event/untitled-theatre-company-no-61-and-yara-arts-gro

up-the-left-hand-of-darkness-puppet-show

Chicago Tribune, Theater Loop email opens w/Opening w/Wakka Wakka & Biograph 1.5.26
No link

Choose Chicago, 30 TTD in January inc CIPTF 1.5.26
https://www.choosechicago.com/blog/special-events/30-things-to-do-in-chicago-this-januar

Third Coast Review, preview by N Bishop 1.8.26

https://thirdcoastreview.com/stages/2026/01/08/preview-8th-chicago-international-puppet-the
ater-festival

Reklama, Festival preview 2 by Sergey Elken posted 12.29.25 cover (?) of January print issue
https://thereklama.com/8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chast-ii/

Puppetry International Research Journal, A D Barriga trade mention 2025 fest 1.10.26
https://pirjournal.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2026/01/10/from-the-editor-5/

Chicago Broadcast Network, Kim Campbell 50+ min podcast w/Sandy & Taylor 1/11/26
https://chicagobroadcastingnetwork.com/chicago-international-puppet-festival/

Daily Herald, Theater Spotlight listing, photos of Rhynoceron & Harlem Doll Palace posted 1.12
in prlnt 1.16.26

metropolls concert-version-of-oliver/



https://www.chicagomag.com/chicago-magazine/january-2026/january-agenda-3/
https://thereklama.com/8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chast-i/
https://www.spotlightonlake.com/posts/8th-chicago-intl-puppet-theater-fest-present-puppeteers-around-globe
https://www.spotlightonlake.com/posts/8th-chicago-intl-puppet-theater-fest-present-puppeteers-around-globe
https://www.hpherald.com/arts_and_entertainment/a-puppet-fest-preview/article_42116ef2-e510-484d-8670-1d35c2429d83.html
https://www.hpherald.com/arts_and_entertainment/a-puppet-fest-preview/article_42116ef2-e510-484d-8670-1d35c2429d83.html
https://chicago.citycast.fm/podcasts/your-guide-to-january-2026-in-chicago
https://www.chicagoasiannetwork.com/event/untitled-theatre-company-no-61-and-yara-arts-group-the-left-hand-of-darkness-puppet-show
https://www.chicagoasiannetwork.com/event/untitled-theatre-company-no-61-and-yara-arts-group-the-left-hand-of-darkness-puppet-show
https://www.choosechicago.com/blog/special-events/30-things-to-do-in-chicago-this-january/
https://thirdcoastreview.com/stages/2026/01/08/preview-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival
https://thirdcoastreview.com/stages/2026/01/08/preview-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival
https://thereklama.com/8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chast-ii/
https://pirjournal.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2026/01/10/from-the-editor-5/
https://chicagobroadcastingnetwork.com/chicago-international-puppet-festival/
https://www.dailyherald.com/20260112/theater/spotlight-marriott-revives-little-shop-of-horrors-metropolis-concert-version-of-oliver/
https://www.dailyherald.com/20260112/theater/spotlight-marriott-revives-little-shop-of-horrors-metropolis-concert-version-of-oliver/

NeWC|ty, Fest preV|ew hooked to Left Hand of Darkness S Hoyer 1.26 posted 1. 13 26

d throuqh the chicago- mternatronal -puppet-theater-festival/?oly_enc_id=080610481578J0U

Chicago Parent, January TTD inc FNT 1.13.26
https://www.chicagoparent.com/things-to-do/free-things-to-do-with-kids-chicago,

Chicago Parent, Spend a Family Day at CIPTF all ages round up 1.9.26
https://www.chicagoparent.com/things-to-do/quides/chicago-puppet-festival-with-kids/

Chlcago Reader ‘Chicagoan of Note Left Hand of Darkness musician Michael Zerang 1.13.26

t—gercussmn drummer theater-dance/

Chicago Parent (via Instagram), Companion Spend a Day at CIPTF Insta reel 1.15.26
https://www.instagram.com/p/DTiK3cBiWcG/

Chlcago Sun Times, The Mix TTD in Chicago inc CIPTF posted and in print 1 15. 26

WBBM News Radio 789, L Fielding preview interview w/Blair 1.16.26
No link

Chicago Tribune, Festival preview feature posted 1.16 in print 1.18.26
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/16/chicago-puppet-festival-2026/

Cultural Attache (national site), CIPTF included in international Best Bets arts round up 1.18.26
https://culturalattache.co/2026/01/19/best-bets-january-19th-january-25th/

Chicago Sun-Times, Sex Lives of Puppets/Blind Summit preview posted and in print 1.19.26
https://chicago.suntimes.com/entertainment-culture/2026/01/19/sex-lives-of-puppets-blind-su

mmit-chicago-international-puppet-festival

Rebellious, Top arts/culture events for 2026 leads with CIPTF 1.19.26
https://rebelliousmagazine.com/ariana-grande-meryl-streep-margot-robbie-megan-mullally-chic

ago-2026/

The Local Tourist, Harlem Doll Palace listing 1.19.26

pget -theatre-the- harlem -doll-palace

ChllLiveShows, Bonnie Kenaz Mara on (only) the 7 shows she'll be reviewing 1.19.26
http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/the-8th-chicago-international-puppet.html

Fox32 Good Day Chicago, Blair & Wakka Wakka live, in-studio fest preview, 1.20.26 10:50 a.m.
https://www.fox32chicago.com/video/fmc-tn1rp15q8dx8gls5.amp



https://www.newcitystage.com/2026/01/13/the-complexity-of-the-human-experience-expressed-through-the-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival/?oly_enc_id=0806I0481578J0U
https://www.newcitystage.com/2026/01/13/the-complexity-of-the-human-experience-expressed-through-the-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival/?oly_enc_id=0806I0481578J0U
https://www.chicagoparent.com/things-to-do/free-things-to-do-with-kids-chicago/
https://www.chicagoparent.com/things-to-do/guides/chicago-puppet-festival-with-kids/
https://chicagoreader.com/music/chicagoans-of-note/michael-zerang-left-hand-darkness-puppet-percussion-drummer-theater-dance/
https://chicagoreader.com/music/chicagoans-of-note/michael-zerang-left-hand-darkness-puppet-percussion-drummer-theater-dance/
https://www.instagram.com/p/DTiK3cBiWcG/
https://chicago.suntimes.com/things-to-do/2026/01/14/15-things-to-do-this-week-in-chicago-jan-15-21
https://chicago.suntimes.com/things-to-do/2026/01/14/15-things-to-do-this-week-in-chicago-jan-15-21
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/16/chicago-puppet-festival-2026/
https://culturalattache.co/2026/01/19/best-bets-january-19th-january-25th/
https://chicago.suntimes.com/entertainment-culture/2026/01/19/sex-lives-of-puppets-blind-summit-chicago-international-puppet-festival
https://chicago.suntimes.com/entertainment-culture/2026/01/19/sex-lives-of-puppets-blind-summit-chicago-international-puppet-festival
https://rebelliousmagazine.com/ariana-grande-meryl-streep-margot-robbie-megan-mullally-chicago-2026/
https://rebelliousmagazine.com/ariana-grande-meryl-streep-margot-robbie-megan-mullally-chicago-2026/
https://thelocaltourist.com/chicago-events-calendar/?_evDiscoveryPath=/event/127043v-alva-puppet-theatre-the-harlem-doll-palace
https://thelocaltourist.com/chicago-events-calendar/?_evDiscoveryPath=/event/127043v-alva-puppet-theatre-the-harlem-doll-palace
http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/the-8th-chicago-international-puppet.html
https://www.fox32chicago.com/video/fmc-tn1rp15q8dx8gls5.amp

Block Club Chlcago festival preview 1.20. 26

ival- boasts something- for every-audience/

Time Out Chlcago festival preV|ew 1.20.26

yand-you-wont- belleve what-it-has-in-store-012026

Hyde Park Herald, Harlem Doll Palace TTD spotlight w/2025 FNT photo 1.21.26
https://www.hpherald.com/evening_digest/puppet-fest-wine-tasting-and-speed-dating-this-week

s-hyde-park-happenings/article_5ed2005a-05aa-4e03-bb4d-f4b3380b564b.html

Ben Lalez, realtor and blogger, post top Chicago winter events inc CIPTF 1.21.26
https://benlalez.com/blog-posts/top-chicago-events-for-the-rest-of-winter-2026/

ChlcagoOnTheCheap, Free events inc CIPTF Puppet Hub 1.21. 26

Broadwayworld, Dodo review by M Davenport 1.22.26
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/Review-DEAD-AS-A-DODO-A-SPELLBINDING-D

ELIGHT-at-Studebaker-Theater-At-The-Fine-Arts-Building-20260122

Third Coast Review, Your Chicago curated weekend 1.22.26

Chicago Tribune, What To Do This Weekend inc CIPTF posted 1.22 in print 1.23.26
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/22/what-to-do-chicago-jan-24/

Puppet Happenlngs Jim Henson Foundatlon first week festlval openings 1 23 26

19450275686

ABC7 Chicago, Weekender inc CIPTF D Pathieu 1.23.25
https://abc7chicago.com/post/festival-friday-weekend-activities-festivals-events/14650731

Around The Town Chicago, Dead as a Dodo review J Rath 1.23.25
https://aroundthetownchicago.com/theatre-reviews/8th-annual-chicago-international-puppet-th
eater-festival-reviewed-by-julia-w-rath/

ChllLMama Harlem Doll Palace review 1 .23.26



https://blockclubchicago.org/2026/01/20/chicagos-8th-annual-international-puppet-theater-festival-boasts-something-for-every-audience/
https://blockclubchicago.org/2026/01/20/chicagos-8th-annual-international-puppet-theater-festival-boasts-something-for-every-audience/
https://www.timeout.com/chicago/news/chicago-hosts-a-festival-entirely-dedicated-to-puppetryand-you-wont-believe-what-it-has-in-store-012026
https://www.timeout.com/chicago/news/chicago-hosts-a-festival-entirely-dedicated-to-puppetryand-you-wont-believe-what-it-has-in-store-012026
https://www.hpherald.com/evening_digest/puppet-fest-wine-tasting-and-speed-dating-this-weeks-hyde-park-happenings/article_5ed2005a-05aa-4e03-bb4d-f4b3380b564b.html
https://www.hpherald.com/evening_digest/puppet-fest-wine-tasting-and-speed-dating-this-weeks-hyde-park-happenings/article_5ed2005a-05aa-4e03-bb4d-f4b3380b564b.html
https://benlalez.com/blog-posts/top-chicago-events-for-the-rest-of-winter-2026/
https://chicagoonthecheap.com/free-black-history-concert-at-auditorium-theatre/
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/Review-DEAD-AS-A-DODO-A-SPELLBINDING-DELIGHT-at-Studebaker-Theater-At-The-Fine-Arts-Building-20260122
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/Review-DEAD-AS-A-DODO-A-SPELLBINDING-DELIGHT-at-Studebaker-Theater-At-The-Fine-Arts-Building-20260122
https://thirdcoastreview.com/front-page/2026/01/22/your-chicago-curated-weekend-1-22-and-beyond
https://thirdcoastreview.com/front-page/2026/01/22/your-chicago-curated-weekend-1-22-and-beyond
https://www.chicagokids.com/calendar/Detail/72477/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival
https://www.chicagokids.com/calendar/Detail/72477/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/22/what-to-do-chicago-jan-24/
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=6617f6cd35&view=lg&permmsgid=msg-f:1855105119450275686
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=6617f6cd35&view=lg&permmsgid=msg-f:1855105119450275686
https://abc7chicago.com/post/festival-friday-weekend-activities-festivals-events/14650731/
https://aroundthetownchicago.com/theatre-reviews/8th-annual-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-reviewed-by-julia-w-rath/
https://aroundthetownchicago.com/theatre-reviews/8th-annual-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-reviewed-by-julia-w-rath/
http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-harlem-doll-palace-at-8th.html

ChilLMama, Matchbox Shows review 1.23.26
http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-laura-heit-matchbox-shows-now.html

WGN AM 720 Sunday Morning w/Dean Richards, Blair live phone interview 1.25.26 10:45 am FF
to 1:05:10 for |nterV|ew (also CROC at 55:10, no CIPTF mentlon 1.25.26

Chicago Tribune, C Jones Theater Loop email CIPTF open, MCinema, no Bio marquee 1.26.26
No link

Third Coast Review, capsule reviews of week 1 shows 1.26. 26

Chicago Tribune, C Jones reviews Manual Cinema 4th Witch Blind Summit SLOP 1.27.26
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/27/review-sex-lives-puppets/

Baird and Warner, Chi real estate firm blog inc CIPTF in 5TTD 1.28.26
https://www.bairdwarner.com/blog/2026/01/28/five-things-to-do-in-chicago-jan-30-to-feb-1-202
6

New York Times, L Collins Hughes reviews DHouse, 4thWitch, Rhyno, Buddha posted 1.29.26
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/29/theater/puppet-theater-festival-chicago.html

WBEZ, audio feature with Manual Cinema by Mike Davis 1.29.26

uch-a- draw in-digital-age

3rd Coast Review, Your Curated Weekend includes CIPTF 1.29.26
https://thirdcoastreview.com/uncategorized/2026/01/29/your-chicago-curated-weekend-1-29-a

nd-beyond

New0|ty, Today In Culture item with gift link to NY Times feature 1.30.26

-protests-ice-james-rondeau-draws-plans-avondales-belmont-tavern-reopens/?oly_enc_id=5790I

731346716J

Chicago Tribune, C Jones Theater Loop email notes SLOP review 2.2.26
No link

DePaulia, Manual Cinema feature 2.2.26

https://depauliaonline.com/81907/artslife/witches-shadows-sight-and-sound-the-puppeteers-of
-manual-cinema/

3rd Coast Review, Week Il reviews-SLOP, BUDDHA, CROC, RAM, HOUSE, TRUST reviews 2.3.26
https://thirdcoastreview.com/stages/2026/02/03/dispatch-puppet-theater-festival-2



http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-laura-heit-matchbox-shows-now.html
https://wgnradio.com/dean-richards-sunday-morning/dean-richards-sunday-morning-january-25/
https://wgnradio.com/dean-richards-sunday-morning/dean-richards-sunday-morning-january-25/
https://thirdcoastreview.com/stages/2026/01/26/dispatch-international-puppet-theater-festival
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https://depauliaonline.com/81907/artslife/witches-shadows-sight-and-sound-the-puppeteers-of-manual-cinema/
https://depauliaonline.com/81907/artslife/witches-shadows-sight-and-sound-the-puppeteers-of-manual-cinema/
https://thirdcoastreview.com/stages/2026/02/03/dispatch-puppet-theater-festival-2

Chicago Stage and Screen, review A Allyn 2.3.26
https://www.chicagostageandscreen.com/post/8th-annual-puppetfest-warms-the-city

Reklama, M Gurevich Russian language reviews DODO, HARLEM, RHYNO 2.4.26
https://thereklama.com/k-8-mu-prishestviyu-kukol-o-kukolnom-arsenale/

Chicago Tribune, Chris Jones' Marriott Lincolnshire Little Shop of Horrors review leads w/nod to
CIPTF posted 2.5 in print 2.6.26
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/02/03/review-little-shop-horrors/?Ictg=14AA147105293
4FB8455C47C5C

Chicago Reader, reviews by Kimzyn Campbell (DOLL, WITCH, HARLEM, HOUSE, MATCHBOX, OIL
PRESSURE, SLOP) & Rob Silverman Ascher (LEFT HAND, TRUST) 2.9.26
https://chicagoreader.com/performing-arts/theater/theater-review/sex-sci-fi-ibsen-and-more/

Puppetry Internatlonal Research,

American Theatre, J Pierce Chicago news round up Reader fest coverage blurb & link 2.26.26
https://www.americantheatre.orq/2026/02/26/what-was-caryl-churchill-smoking-and-other-chic

ago-highs/

Partner generated placements

Enormous Crocodile

Chicago Tribune, Chris Jones Theater Loop email, EC anct 9.29.25
https://drive.qooqgle.com/file/d/TRDKQ6VB1n_WZC-3sxifxa4hHK2mxV3Tk/view?usp=drive_link

Broadwayworld, EC anct 9.29.25
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/ROALD-DAHLS-ENORMOUS-CROCODILE-is-C

oming-to-the-Studebaker-Theater-20250929

Buzz Center Stage, EC anct 9.30.25

ile-announced-for-chicago.html

Classic Chicago Magazine, EC included in Jan events prewew 1.1.26
//classicchi

KidList, CROC listing, 1/26.26
https://mykidlist.com/event/roald-dahls-the-enormous-crocodile-the-musical/2026-01-30/1/

Manual Cinema
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Suny Oswego (NY) News, Manual Cinema 4th Witch touring anct mentions CIPTF quotes
NYTimes review 2.6.26
https://www.oswego.edu/news/story/4th-witch-brings-immersive-theatre-suny-oswego-feb-18



https://www.oswego.edu/news/story/4th-witch-brings-immersive-theatre-suny-oswego-feb-18

See you at the theater!

— Chris Jones, chief theater critic





https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATER-FESTIVAL-Returns-This-January-20251103
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Get set, Chicago, to marvel at incredible stories told through the lens of contemporary puppetry. performed
by amazing puppet artists and companies from around the world, during the 8th Chicago International

Puppet Theater Festival, January 21-February 1, 2026.

Tickets go on sale Wednesday, November 12 at 8 am. CT at chicagopuppetfest.org. Don't wait. Despite
Chicago's cold winters, tickets to the Chicago Puppet Festival are always the hottest ticket in town come

January. Most shows sell out completely.

The 2026 festival will span 12 days and dozens of Chicago venues, presenting an international pageant of
puppet artists sharing more than 100 puppetry activities. Get your tickets for all-ages spectacle shows in
landmark theaters, intimate works on smaller stages, and the always popular, adults-only, late night puppet
cabarets. And mark your calendar with a long list of free puppet events and shows happening all over the city

throughout the festival.

Warm up to a wildly diverse range of classic and contemporary puppetry styles from around the world,
created by puppet artists from England, France, Norway, Denmark, India, Scotland, South Korea and Spain,

plus the U.S. and Chicago.


https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6069-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-returns-january-21-february-1-2026-welcoming-puppeteers-from-around-the-globe-to-north-america-s-largest-puppet-fest.html

These stories and more await fans of the 8th Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival, all told by puppet
artists from around the world, showcasing different forms of traditional and contemporary puppet styles, from

bunraku-style to shadow puppetry, marionettes to object-based works. Highlights include:

Fan favorite Wakka Wakka, featuring artists from Norway and New York, opens this year's festival with Dead as
a Dodo, a mesmerizing musical odyssey about survival, transformation, and the power of true friendship.

Infused with puppetry, humor, and stunningly innovative visual effects, Dead as a Dodo, commissioned by the
Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival, takes audiences deep into the underworld, where two skeleton

friends, a Dodo and a boy. may be shattering the established order of the dead.

Festival favorite Plexus Polaire (France/Norway) returns with A Doll's House, a work that brings together
puppets. actors, music and video projections for an eerie retelling of Henrik Ibsen's 1879 play. created by and

starring artistic director Yngvild Aspeli.

England’s Blind Summit, break-out stars of the inaugural Chicago Puppet Festival with The Table, returns with
The Sex Lives of Puppets, in which their beautiful puppets talk dirty to present a bawdy snapshot of puppet

sex in modern-day Britain.

Chicago's own shadow puppet masters, Manual Cinema, is back with The 4th Witch, a new and fantastic tale
about a girl's nightmarish quest for vengeance inspired by Shakespeare’s Macbeth, told through shadow
puppetry, actors in silhouette and live music, without dialogue or narration. It's like a film created in real time

as you watch, this time in a new wide format.

Also from Chicago comes Rhynoceron by local puppeteer and Jeff Award-winning puppet designer KT
Shivak, a gem of a piece with numerous stage elements that unfold in clever ways featuring a life-size, life-
like rhino puppet that transforms in front of our eyes from a natural inspiring wonder to a hunted object of

human greed.

France's Théatre de la Massue, makes its Chicago Puppet Festival debut with two shows by artistic director
Ezéquiel Garcia-Romeu: The Little Theater at the End of the World, Opus Il a genre-busting work that reveals
an extraordinary world of the infinitesimal, and La Méridienne, a unique blend of a high-end dinner at a private

location with a five-minute puppet show performed for each patron in another room, one person at a time.

New York's Alva Puppet Theatre presents The Harlem Doll Palace, based on the true story of Lenon Holder
Hoyt, better known as Aunt Len, a beloved public school art teacher for 40 years who created a doll museum
in her Harlem brownstone. Join the dolls from Aunt Len’s "dollection” as they recreate their journeys to their

museum.

Family audiences will love Roald Dahl's The Enormous Crocodile by England's Roald Dahl Story Company. In
this mischievous musical, based on Dahl's snappy book with toe-tapping tunes, the titular star weaves
through the jungle with his tummy rumbling, while other jungle creatures foil his secret plans to stop this
greedy brute. Audiences will go from the jungle into outer space and back again. just in time for a wild dance
party!

The House, a puppet comedy thriller from Denmark's Sofie Krog Theatre, is set in a family-owned funeral
home, where hilarious horror, twists, turns and jumping souls haunt a revolving set featuring intricate lighting.

strange contraptions and scary sound effects,

India's Katkatha Puppet Arts Trust makes their Chicago debut with About Ram. an experimental theatrical
piece using excerpts from the Bhavbhuti's "Ramayana,” an epic tale and guide for Hindu principles like

dharma, told through animation, digitally projected dance, masks and puppets.

Audiences of all ages will delight in the magic of sequined Portland puppet raconteur Laura Heits The
Matchbox Shows, teeny tiny puppet shows performed inside matchboxes, “the smallest, greatest, bravest,

show in the world!


https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6069-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-returns-january-21-february-1-2026-welcoming-puppeteers-from-around-the-globe-to-north-america-s-largest-puppet-fest.html

From Seoul, South Korea comes Oil Pressure Vibrator created by and featuring Geumhyung Jeong, an artist
who's interested in the human body, the objects that surround it, with a particularly strange fascination with
the excavator. Witness as Jeong plunges a big bucket into preconceptions about sexuality, technology and

the body. For adult audiences only.

The Left Hand of Darkness, a New York/Chicago creative collaboration between Untitled Theater Co. No. 61
and Yara Arts Group, is based on the 1969 novel by famed sci-fi author Ursula K. Le Guin. Puppetry and co-
direction are by Tom Lee, Co-Director of the Chicago Puppet Studio and Chicago Puppet Lab, in a show

featuring a deep bench of Chicago puppet artists and actors.

2026 also marks the return of the always popular late-night puppet cabarets, Nasty, Brutish & Short, and the
Free Neighborhood Tour, presenting two free, family-friendly puppet shows from Spain and the US. at

venues and community spaces all over the city throughout the festival.

In addition to the incredible pageant of international and U.S. puppetry artists, The Puppet Hub is back and
open throughout the festival on the fourth floor of the Fine Arts Building. It's the perfect place to relax
between shows, meet up with friends, make new ones, and learn more about contemporary puppetry.
Attractions include The Spoke & Bird Pop-Up Cafe, serving coffee, tea, winter soups and baked treats, the
Pop-Up Puppet Shop, and two free exhibits: Two Ways Down, featuring festival artist Laura Heit's exquisite
hand-drawn animation and film inspired by Hieronymus Bosch's "The Garden of Heavenly Delights," and a

room full of giant lantern puppets created in the pre-festival workshop with Andrew Kim of Thingamugig.

Puppetry enthusiasts are also welcome to check out the free Ellen Van Volkenburg Symposium, the Catapult

Artist Intensive, professional education workshops with visiting puppet artists, and more.

Now presented annually, the Chicago International Puppet Theater Festivalis the largest event of its kind in
North America. Last year's festival attracted a record audience - more than 22,000 fans of puppetry. ranging
from Chicago residents to international guests who choose Chicago as their travel destination in the middle of
January to enjoy world-class puppet productions from here and abroad.

The Warwick Allerton Hotel, 701 N. Michigan Ave. in downtown Chicago, is the Official Hotel of the Chicago
International Puppet Theater Festival. Use promo code Puppetfest2026 for discounted rates during festival

dates. Visit warwickhotels.com/warwick-allerton-chicage or call (312) 440-1500 to reserve.

Visit chicagopuppetfest.org for tickets and information about the 8th Chicago International Puppet Theater
Festival, and sign up for the festival's e-news. Follow the festival on Facebook, Instagram or Vimeo, hashtag

#ChiPuppetFest.

Following are details about this year's performances (in chronological order), special events and exhibits,

including venues, dates, times, ticket prices, estimated run time, and show descriptions:

Opening Night Prelude Reception

Fine Arts Building, 3rd Floor Balcony

410 S. Michigan Ave., downtown Chicago
Wednesday, January 21, 515 p.m. - 6:45 p.m.
Tickets: $125/%$250 benefactor

Join top supporters, festival leadership, staff and artistic directors from this year's international companies to

full line-up continues...


https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6069-8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-returns-january-21-february-1-2026-welcoming-puppeteers-from-around-the-globe-to-north-america-s-largest-puppet-fest.html

Chicago Parent

Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival at multiple
Chicago venues

JANUARY 21, 2026 - FEBRUARY 01, 2026


https://www.chicagoparent.com/events/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chicago/



https://www.newcity.com/2025/11/11/today-in-culture-tuesday-november-11-2025-auditorium-theatres-restoration-plans-loops-resto-recovery-dick-clarks-new-years-rockin-eve-adds-chicago/?oly_enc_id=0806I0481578J0U
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The Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival has the Chopin
Theatre booked and you know how these puppets get if there is a show
in their way. Don't wait if you want to see it; tickets will go fast.

See you at the theater!

— Chris Jones, chief theater critic



Have a great week. | will see you at the theater.

— Chris Jones, chief theater critic
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Global puppet artists come to Chicago Jan. 21-
Feb. 1 for eighth annual fest

Chicago Star Al; Edited by Amir Farooq Dec 17,2025 0


https://www.chicagostarmedia.com/global-puppet-artists-come-to-chicago-jan-21-feb-1-for-eighth-annual-fest/article_7415546f-4717-4c7a-8e63-35377655c0bb.html

Chicago's own Manual Cinema presents “The 4th Witch,” inspired by Shakespeare's Macbeth, using shadow
puppetry and live music without dialogue.


https://www.chicagostarmedia.com/global-puppet-artists-come-to-chicago-jan-21-feb-1-for-eighth-annual-fest/article_7415546f-4717-4c7a-8e63-35377655c0bb.html
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AMERICAN THEATRE


https://www.americantheatre.org/2025/12/19/seeking-new-chicago-theatre-hangouts/

CHICAGO EVENTS CALENDAR


https://thelocaltourist.com/chicago-events-calendar/?_evDiscoveryPath=/event/127043v-alva-puppet-theatre-the-harlem-doll-palace

PUPPET HAPPENINGS - TOP PICKS



https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=6617f6cd35&view=lg&permmsgid=msg-f:1852568363960455754

A PUPPET FEST PREVIEW

Anne Spiselman, theater critic 21 hrsago %0

The best show I saw at the first Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival in 2015 was “The Table” by
England's Blind Summit Theatre. It consisted simply of a rectangular table and a single puppet with a
small, rather amorphous cloth body and an oversized cardboard head. Named Moses and operated by
three puppeteers, he looked like he could have stepped out of the Bible (from the neck up, anyway) and
was curmudgeonly, extremely funny and intensely alive as he commented on everything from his

immediate surroundings to his philosophy of life. He blew me away.

A decade later, the eighth annual Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival running this Jan. 21-Feb.
1 promises to be the most exciting ever. With more than 100 events and programs at dozens of venues, it
brings together puppet artists from England, France, Norway, Denmark, India, Scotland, South Korea and
Spain, as well as Chicago and the rest of the U.S. Attendance might even top last year's record of 22,000.

Here are some shows not to miss, starting in Hyde Park but otherwise in no particular order. Happily,

Blind Summit will be back with a new production I can't wait to see.

For more information and tickets, visit chicagopuppetfest.org.
“The Harlem Doll Palace” by Alva Puppet Theatre (New York City/U.S.)
Jan. 22-24 at the Logan Center for the Arts

Join the dolls from the “dollection” inside Aunt Len’s Doll and Toy Museum as they recreate their
journeys to the museum and try to keep its beloved founder alive while Harlem deteriorates around her.
Based on the true story of Lenon Holder Hoyt, a public school art teacher for 40 years who created a doll

museum in her Harlem brownstone, the show features artistic director Alva Rogers as Aunt Len.
“Trust Me for a While” by Plexus Polaire (France/Norway)
Jan. 28-Feb. 1 at the Logan Center for the Arts

Back for its fifth fest — having wowed past audiences with “Dracula: Lucy’s Dream,” “Moby Dick,"
“Chambre Noire” and “Cendres” — Plexus Polaire has also added a second production, this one on the
South Side. In the horror-comedy “Trust Me for a While," artistic director Yngvild Aspeli explores the
fraught relationship between ventriloquists and their dummies while questioning what is real and what
is fake.


https://www.hpherald.com/arts_and_entertainment/a-puppet-fest-preview/article_42116ef2-e510-484d-8670-1d35c2429d83.html

“A Doll's House" by Plexus Polaire (France/Norway)
Jan. 22-24 at DePaul University's Merle Reskin Theatre

Plexus Polaire's main show, Aspeli's eerie take on Henrik Ibsen's 1879 classic, features Nora (played by
her) as a prisoner of her own web of lies in a house haunted by hyper-realistic, life-size puppets, dead
birds, a possessed female choir and other ghosts created with video projections and music as well as

puppets and actors. It invites us to explore our life choices.
“Happy Birthday, Mon Ami” by Alex & Olmsted (Baltimore/U.S.)
Feb. 1 at the Experimental Station

As part of the fest's Free Neighborhood Tour, which this year includes two shows touring the city,
“Happy Birthday, Mon Ami” uses glove puppetry, live music and audience participation to present the
clash of class, cultures and expectations that arise when Jacques’' American cousin Sam visits him in

Paris for a birthday celebration. Think “Kukla, Fran and Ollie” or “Punch and Judy," only different.

“Dead as a Dodo” by Wakka Wakka (Norway/U.S.)
Jan. 21-25 at the Studebaker Theater

In this musical odyssey about survival, transformation and the power of friendship, two skeleton friends
in the underworld, a Dodo and a boy, notice something peculiar: the Dodo is miraculously sprouting
feathers! When a wave of transformation ensues, shattering the established order of the dead, fear and
chaos erupt, and the two must flee, fighting to stay together as they are drawn into the heart of an epic
battle between life and death. Back by popular demand, “Dead as a Dodo” showcases stunning visual
effects from a nonprofit company that has created 13 original works, frequently in collaboration with
others. This is the festival opener, and there's a pre-show reception and a post-show party on opening

night.
“Rhynoceron” by KT Shivak (Chicago/U.S.)
Jan. 22-25 on the Chopin Theatre Mainstage

A Chicago premiere from a local company, “Rhynoceron” traces the true events surrounding the arrival
of a one-horned rhinoceros to Renaissance Europe, sparking an obsession that continued for hundreds
of years. Through acts of hunting and collecting, KT Shivak’s life-size, lifelike rhino puppet transforms in
front of our eyes from a natural wonder to an object of human greed. Created with support from The
Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival, the production premiered last May at New York's
Puppetopia 2025, and the realistic puppet was also a star attraction in the recent Chicago Cultural Center

exhibit, “Potential Energy: Chicago Puppets Up Close.”

“The 4th Witch” by Manual Cinema (Chicago/U.5.)

Jan. 22-25 at The Biograph's Zatek-McVay Mainstage


https://www.hpherald.com/arts_and_entertainment/a-puppet-fest-preview/article_42116ef2-e510-484d-8670-1d35c2429d83.html

Fans of the local performance collective, design studio and film and video production company will be
thrilled by its fifth puppet fest outing, which turns elements from Shakespeare's “Macbeth” upside

down.

On the eve of an invasion of her small town by the local warlord, Macbeth, a young girl escapes into the
forest, where she is rescued by a witch, who adopts her as an apprentice. As the girl becomes more
skilled in witchcraft, her grief and rage spark a quest for vengeance against the warlord who killed her
parents. Combining shadow puppetry, actors in silhouette, cinematic techniques and live music, “The

4th Witch” explores themes of grief, war, generational conflict and cycles of violence.

“Nasty, Brutish & Short” by Rough House Puppet Arts (Chicago/International)

Jan. 23-24 at Constellation

I haven't seen this raucous, raunchy multi-company cabaret, but it is a fest favorite and was named “Best
Late-Night Adult-Content Puppet Cabaret” by the Chicago Reader, so it must be fun. It also provides a
low-risk environment for artists to perform new and experimental work. This year the cabarets are

being streamed live, too.

“The Sex Lives of Puppets” by Blind Summit Theatre (England)
Jan. 26-31 at The Biograph's Zatek-McVay Mainstage

This collaboration between Blind Summit’s puppets and the National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and
Lifestyles pulls back the covers on puppet sex to expose the filthy, funny, shocking and touching “nuts
and bolts” and eroticism in contemporary Britain. Inspired by real-life responses and featuring an array

of expressive puppets, it was called “oddly adorable” by the New York Times.
“Roald Dahl's The Enormous Crocodile” by the Roald Dahl Story Company (England)
Jan. 29-Feb. 1 (and post-fest until Feb. 21) at the Studebaker Theater

A menagerie of puppet jungle creatures ranging from Trunky the Elephant to Muggle-Wump the
Monkey tries to foil the secret plans and clever tricks of the hungry, greedy Enormous Crocodile in the
U.S. premiere tour of this UK. hit musical based on Dahl's book. The music is by Ahmed Abdullahi
Gallab, with a book and lyrics by Suhayla El-Bushra, and additional music and lyrics by Tom Brady.

“The House" by Sofie Krog Theatre (Denmark)

Jan. 29-Feb. 1 at Steppenwolf's Merle Reskin Space

Two puppeteers lead audiences behind closed doors and into rooms that hide unspeakably dark deeds
in this puppet comedy thriller about the Warehouse Family Funeral Home whose undertaker changes
her will on her deathbed. The complex performance unfolds in a revolving set featuring intricate
lighting, strange contraptions and scary sound effects - the perfect setting for hilarious horror, twists

and turns and jumping souls.

“About Ram" by Katkatha Puppet Arts Trust (India)

Jan. 29-31 at the Dance Center of Columbia College

This experimental theater piece, created with support from the India Foundation for the Arts and in
collaboration with animator Vishal Dar and master puppeteer S.Chidambara Rao, uses excerpts from the
Bhavbhuti's "Ramayana” told through animation, digitally projected dance, masks and puppets. The
ancient Indian epic focuses on Prince Ram, an incarnation of the god Vishnu, who is exiled and must
fight the demon king Ravana to rescue his wife Sita. It serves as a guide to Hindu principles like dharma,

exploring themes of good versus evil, ideal relationships and duty.


https://www.hpherald.com/arts_and_entertainment/a-puppet-fest-preview/article_42116ef2-e510-484d-8670-1d35c2429d83.html

“The Matchbox Shows" by Laura Heit (Portland/U.S.)
Jan. 22-25 at Constellation

All the world is a matchbox in Laura Heit's miniature cabaret where she performs teeny, tiny puppet
shows about a dead boyfriend, a sausage fairy, a tiger whisperer, a perfectionist, a bath-loving ghost and
many others. The miniature stages come to life with crankies, fire and pop-up paper engineering.
Fortunately, the puppet shows are simultaneously projected on a screen behind her table, making the

details larger than life.
Closing Party
Feb.1at The Rhapsody Theater

Festival favorite Joshua Holden and his right-hand man, the charmingly misanthropic Mr. Nicholas, co-
emcee this final evening of puppetry spotlighting “Cowboy Outlaw” performed by artistic director and
festival founder Blair Thomas and Silas Thomas, “What to Do in a Puppet Emergency” by Blind Summit’s

Mark Down and surprises.


https://www.hpherald.com/arts_and_entertainment/a-puppet-fest-preview/article_42116ef2-e510-484d-8670-1d35c2429d83.html
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Full schedule continues...
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Fast forward to 4:25 — 6:20 for CIPTF8 conversation



Event Date: Thursday, January 29 at 7:30 p.m. | Friday, January 30 at 4 p.m. & 8 p.m. | Saturday,
January 31 at 4 p.m. & 8 p.m. | Sunday, February 1at 1 p.m. & 6 p.m.


https://www.chicagoasiannetwork.com/event/untitled-theatre-company-no-61-and-yara-arts-group-the-left-hand-of-darkness-puppet-show

See you at the theater!

— Chris Jones, chief theater critic
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Chicago Parent


https://www.chicagoparent.com/things-to-do/guides/chicago-puppet-festival-with-kids/

This festival, celebrating the art of puppetry, invites families to explore the
enchanting world behind the curtain. The fest spans 12 days and dozens of
venues, presenting an international pageant of puppetry, sharing more than 100

activities.

If you're planning to attend with kids, here’s a comprehensive guide to ensure a

memorable experience filled with laughter, learning and lots of inspiration.

¢ 4 p.m. Thursday, Jan. 22
Theatre Y, 3611 W. Cermak Road (North Lawndale)

¢ 11 a.m.Friday, Jan. 23
Instituto Cervantes, W. Ohio St. (River North)

¢ 4:30 p.m. Friday, Jan. 23
Marshall Field Garden Apartments/Art on Sedgwick, 1406 N. Sedgwick St.
(Old Town)

¢ 4 p.m. Saturday, Jan. 24
Segundo Ruiz Belvis Cultural Center, 4048 W. Armitage Ave. (Hermosa)

¢ 2 p.m. Sunday, Jan. 25
345 Gallery, 345 N. Kedzie Ave. (East Garfield Park)
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Based on Roald Dahl's snappy book, the Enormous Crocodile is mischievous and
loves to eat. The other jungle animals will have to foil his secret plans and clever

tricks to stop him.


https://www.chicagoparent.com/things-to-do/guides/chicago-puppet-festival-with-kids/

7:30 p.m. Thursday, Jan. 29; 1 p.m. and 6 p.m. Friday, Jan. 30; noon Saturday,
Jan. 31

¢ Location: Dance Center of Columbia College, 1306 S. Michigan Ave.
o Cost: $35/$15 students & seniors/ $15 Columbia College Students
e Ages: 5andup

¢ Running Time: 60 minutes

“About Ram” is told through animation, digitally projected dance, puppets and
masks. Prince Ram, an incarnation of the god Vishnu, is exiled and must fight the
demon king Ravana to rescue his wife Sita. Experience an epic tale, exploring

themes of good versus evil, ideal relationships and duty.


https://www.chicagoparent.com/things-to-do/guides/chicago-puppet-festival-with-kids/



https://thereklama.com/8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chast-ii/



https://thereklama.com/8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chast-ii/



https://thereklama.com/8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chast-ii/

CHICAGO BROADCASTING
NETWORK


https://chicagobroadcastingnetwork.com/chicago-international-puppet-festival/
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AEADER

Chicago's alternative nonprofit newsroom

Michael Zerang, percussionist and
accompanist

“There are all sorts of insights I gathered by working with dance and theater, puppet theater—insights I could bring into my music.”

by Philip Mentoro
January 13, 2026


https://chicagoreader.com/music/chicagoans-of-note/michael-zerang-left-hand-darkness-puppet-percussion-drummer-theater-dance/

Kessler and Zerang, who’ve been playing together since their teens, joined a Tentet
offshoot quartet with Brotzmann and Joe McPhee, two masters a generation older.
And Zerang says he’s played more than 500 gigs with Lonberg-Holm, including in the
Friction Brothers with Michael Colligan and in the trio Survival Unit I1I with McPhee.

Of the many groups that have shaped Zerang’s development, one of the most
important was the long-running Liof Munimula, formed in 1981 with Daniel Scanlan

(electric guitar, violin, cornet) and Don Meckley (shortwave radio, invented
instruments). They played together so steadily and for so long that even when their sui
generis sound fell into recognizable patterns, they could climb out of them to reinvent
it.

Zerang’s current band is Puzzle House, with Azita Youssefi on saxophone, Bill MacKay,
on guitar, and Mary Halm on bass. This summer they finished their first album, a
collection of Zerang'’s tunes, and they're looking for a label.

Adding sound to dance and theater has been part of Zerang's practice from the very
beginning. Later this month, he'll provide the music for a puppet adaptation of Ursula
K. Le Guin’s 1969 novel The Left Hand of Darkness by New York—based ensembles
Untitled Theater Company No. 61 and Yara Arts Group.

Premiering as part of the Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival, the
production was created by Untitled director Edward Einhorn and puppeteer Tom Lee,
codirector of the Chicago Puppet Studio and the Chicago Puppet Lab (both of which
are divisions of the festival). It combines live actors with animation, projections, and
puppets at several scales.

The Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival runs Wed 1/21 till Sun 2/1, and The
Left Hand of Darkness will be performed seven times from Thu 1/29 through Sun 2/1.

At publication time, all seven shows were sold out.

As told to Philip Montoro

would say at 17, 18 years old, I started accompanying modern-dance classes at a
I place called MoMing. The first piece I did was in 1978, and from 1978 through the
mid-gos, I was writing music or performing music live with dance and then with

theater.

I was with this company called Facets Performance Ensemble, and in [1985] we did a
version of One Hundred Years of Solitude called Macondo. And we toured that for three
and a half years. 1 got to know dancers and choreographers, and I started making pieces

for them.

I moved more into working with physical theater, and then by the early 1990s, that’s
when I met [Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival founder] Blair Thomas, He
had this company called Redmoon Theater, and I started writing music for puppet
theater. I got awards for it and everything. I got three Joseph Jefferson Awards for
original composition: 1996, Frankenstein; 1997, Ballad of Frankie and Johnny; 2001,
Hunchback.

1 would say 1977 I started as an improviser. Then by 1979, I decided that I wanted to
formally study music. So I went to Roosevelt University, Chicago Musical College, and
studied there for almost four years—composition and percussion.

1 started playing music as an improviser, just sort of naively. I could have gone a more
free-brain route, but I decided I wanted much more rigorous training. So I had ear
training and harmony and, you know, all the basics.

At the same time, I was improvising with different groups. The first group was called
Musica Menta, and it was a collection of other like-minded improvisers. Kent Kessler
was one of them. Daniel Scanlan was one of them. My composition professor from
Roosevelt, Don Malone, was one of them. There were a few other people, Katherine

Hughes and David Noffs, and people came in and out.

A lot of performance artists at the time (and still) came from the visual arts. We were
like a performance-art group that came from music. So we did that very intensively for

several years, through ‘84, '85.


https://chicagoreader.com/music/chicagoans-of-note/michael-zerang-left-hand-darkness-puppet-percussion-drummer-theater-dance/

1 was accompanying dance classes to earn a living. It was at that time that I realized that
if I wanted to pursue this work, I would have to basically take a vow of poverty. [ knew
that I would never make a big living being an improvising musician—or writing music
for dance, for that matter. I never took a job from that point on, until I had some kids.
Then I bartended a couple of nights a week. But other than that, I always said, OK, I'll
live or die by this stuff.

1 didn’t ultimately have to live in poverty. But I was prepared to, and I think that’s a big
deal at an early stage in a creative artist’s life, to come to that realization that this is
economically not gonna do it. I do not have a day job. Hell, I'm retired now. I'm 67.

I got back to Chicago after that four-month—in retrospect, I call it my vision quest. And
then I picked up the darbuka, which was the instrument lying around the house. I met
this guy, Daniel Scanlan, who played the violin, and we hit it off. We started to play

together, and it grew from there.

I knew it had something to do with music—but also other performing art forms, actors,
dancers, anyone that gets up in front of people where there’s an audience. Because that
was the thing I experienced, this communal thing that blew me away. So I started
immediately figuring out, like, OK, what are these dancers doing? What are these actors
doing? What's the connection? It’s all live; it’s all in front of people. It’s all communal, in
that we're all in the same space and we all have beating hearts in our chests. Where are
these connections happening? So it was a really strong desire for me to investigate not
just music but any live performing art.


https://chicagoreader.com/music/chicagoans-of-note/michael-zerang-left-hand-darkness-puppet-percussion-drummer-theater-dance/

Accompanying dance classes can be kind of a rote, straight-ahead thing to do: You're
playing a triplet rhythm on the bongo while they dance a phrase across the floor. On
another level, there’s bodies moving in space, and there’s vibration that’s in the space
with them and coinciding with them. And there are all sorts of insights I gathered by
working with dance and theater, puppet theater—insights I could bring into my music
that I couldn’t get readily in other ways.

On one level, the insight is like, how do actors, for instance, or dancers prepare? How do
they work together? How do they learn their choreography? And on a more basic level,
how do these people connect? They're using their bodies in time and space, and we're
using vibration in time and space. But there’s got to be a place where there’s a
commonality, because we're all doing basically the same thing in performing in a
communal setting, doing some kind of ritualistic thing, whether it’s with sound or
movement or light or concept or word.

ne thing that was so remarkable about this group of puppeteers that I was

working with [to develop The Left Hand of Darkness] was they’re all so skilled,

and there’s a million things they have to remember, from moment to moment.
Every gesture, every movement, every transition has to be down to a T—it’s not an easy
thing at all. If you're an actor, you could embody a character, but if you're a puppeteer,
you're one of three puppeteers that are moving this character, and you have to do it in
concert with each other.

If you have three musicians that are working together, and you're really digging into
something, you're each a part of the whole. And it’s similar for these three puppeteers
that are working, like, a bunraku puppet: One’s doing the head and the right arm, the
other one’s doing the hip and the left arm, and the other one’s doing the feet and the
legs. If you want to make that thing look real and look alive and sustain that over a
period of time, that’s a tall order. That means three people working in concert so closely
—that’s remarkable. And to me: Wow, that’s what musicians do! That’s exactly the same
thing.

When I go into a practice with musicians and we’re trying to work something, a
composition or whatever it is, we understand, going over and over and over again, that
what we're trying to do is breathe together, and that we're all parts of the whole. And
maybe I would have gotten that just working with musicians. But to deal with puppet
theater, for instance, and see how they do it, and experience the results of what they’re
doing, and then bring that over to my practices—that’s invaluable. Same with dancers;
same with actors.
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he accompaniment I'm doing for The Left Hand of Darkness] is all

composed. The audio portions that I wrote music for, those are all set. But

then the live stuff, I'm accompanying the action, so it’s not really improvised,
because the scenes go the way they go—it’s in that in-between place between
improvising and having something that’s very set. On the one hand, I have a score I play
all the way through. On the other hand, I can be there physically and have my eyes and
my ears on the puppeteers, and I can move with them, so there’s room for me to—I
wouldn'’t say go off script, but make every moment as connected and as rich as possible.

So in that sense, yeah, I'm improvising, if you want to call it that, but I'm not really
improvising in terms of taking it to a new place every time. There’s something
happening on the stage; I'm giving it life through sound. They're giving it life through
movement. Someone else is giving it life through light. We're all working together to
make an image, to make a story.

When I first started working with this group, Tom Lee invited me in December 2023.
Since then we've met, I think, four or five times for these two-week intensive periods. So
reading the book (several times) and then reading Edward Einhorn’s adaptation,
working with the other designers, the costume designers, the puppeteers, the set design.
We had Zoom meetings all the time. So then my contribution became, OK, how do I
think about sound and music in the context of something that takes place on another
world?

Initially, I wrote a ton of music that was prerecorded, sort of placeholder
accompaniment to different scenes. Over the past two years, I stripped away a lot of that
stuff to bring in more live sound. This adaptation takes place in two acts, and the first
act takes place in one country, Karhide, and then the second act takes place in Orgoreyn,
which is basically a tundra that they sledge across. So there were two very different
vibes.

For the second act, what I wanted to do was create a sonic world that was—I don’t want
to say “alien,” but at least you know you're in a different place. You're not hearing flutes
and cellos and things like that. It's more atmospheric, it’s more ambient, it's more
environmental. So that's when [ started to figure out what kind of instruments I should
create or have them build for me.
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There’s an instrument, a tube zither, that you pluck, basically, in your hand. And then I
thought, OK, if it can rotate, then you can bow it. So I started to do a little bit of research
and found that people have been doing something like that. And so I started to design [a
rotating tube zither] with the idea of having two in the space. And this guy Erik
Newman, a friend of mine, who’s a great carpenter, he built it.

And then the other thing was these—like, every little kid spins those plastic tubes over
their heads to get that whirling sound. T put those on motors, so they would spin
constantly, and I could change the pitch a little bit. And the idea is to have three or four
of those, maybe five of those, in the space. In that second act, they go on at various times
in various intensities, to sort of undergird what’s happening in the scenes.

Between that and the rotating tube zithers and then a big China cymbal and bass drum,
that’s it, basically. There’s a siren in there and a few other effects. But | wanted to stay
away from the “musical” stuff. The music that I prerecorded goes mostly with
animations that the designers made that were projected. I'm working on getting it down
to the only time you hear prerecorded music is with an animation, and then everything

else is live and environmental.

The animation was also fixed at a certain point, and they're still working on it, and we’ll
still get final versions. So I could take it home and look at it and compose music directly
and specifically for every moment of that. It’s all synthesized—like bells and chimes, and
there was some instrumentation, harps, but mostly I just did it on my computer. It
wasn’t recorded instruments; it was samples. And then the compositions themselves
were sort of lush and romantic and specific to the tenor of the animation. Initially, I
probably had 60 minutes of music that was precomposed, and now it’s down to, [ don’t

know, six or seven—three or four audio cues.

Karhide is a much more urban environment. There are more people around. There are
buildings. There are places you go to meet with your counterparts. There’s a king; you go
to a castle. In the second half [in Orgoreyn], you're basically sledging across a tundra.
There’s nothing but cold and wind and ice, and you're half dead and you’re exhausted.
So to find the contrast there was pretty clear. I think those whirling tubes and the
rotating tube zither and a few other things that I'll be using will put you in a place, more
than accompany any particular action.
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I didn’t want to be overt about it. On the other hand, it’s constant. I'm trying to push the
envelope a little bit. Yeah, it's environmental and it’s ambient, but there should be some
quality that affects an audience. I don’t like manipulative stuff, frankly, so I never write
music for films. I did it a few times, but I don’t like sound being used to manipulate
people or their emotions or their thoughts—you know, swell the cellos when there’s a
love scene.

Now you're in a world that, if you're just sitting in a room with these whirling things that
I created in the space, and they’re constant, and they’re shifting slowly—sometimes
they're speeding up, sometimes they’re slowing down, there are different densities of
sound in the space—and if you're sitting there and experiencing just the sonics, where is
that going to put you? It’s almost like another layer as opposed to being a direct

accompaniment.

If I'm writing music for dance or theater or puppet theater, the music or the sound is
only a part of the scene. So I rarely go into something where I compose a piece of music
that has all its i’s dotted, t's crossed, and is a complete piece in and of itself. Because
then, when you put a visual thing on top of that and an action on top of that, it becomes
too much.

Maybe if you just listen to the sound of the music on its own, it feels like that’s
incomplete. It needs the other elements to complete it. I'm always very cautious about
not being so completist in my output that other elements get either buried or there’s a
hierarchy of elements. I would rather be like an improviser: If I'm improvising with
three or four different people, I'm not everything. I'm not a soloist. I'm working with
everyone’s sound. In this context, I'm doing the sound, but there’s performance, there’s
lights, there’s costumes. I'm a part of that.

I also feel that way with the other elements. I mean, a puppeteer needs to understand
that when there’s sound in the space, that’s their bed. That’s the air that you're walking
through.

he themes and plot elements in the novel] were a starting point for

everything. What's being focused on in the adaptation is the relationship that

these two beings have. There’s a lot of tension that Le Guin put in between
these characters. There’s a lot of tension between the cultures, the prejudices. There’s a
lot of references, of course, to this gender fluidity. [Editor’s note: The protagonists are
Genly Ai, a Terran envoy from a collection of worlds called the Ekumen, and Therem
Harth rem ir Estraven, an exiled official from Karhide. The people of Estraven’s world
are largely ambisexual, with no notion of binary gender; they become sexually male or
Jfemale, with either equally likely each time, for a few days every month.)
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What I'm trying to do is follow the emotional score that’s underlying everything, without
being manipulative. So when time passes, even outside of the actual story, you're getting
an undertow. The whole second act, I feel like I'm really setting up a place for this action
to happen.

The puppeteering—watching them work is really profound for me. The way they have to
work with one another, and then just technically, keeping hundreds and hundreds of
props straight backstage, where you don’t even see them, but they have to go, they have
to get something, they have to change a costume—all this stuff is pretty stunning. The
actors are really good as well. They have an ability to switch voices, which I always like.
There’s aspects of the design that I love. I think the puppet making was really great. I
think a lot of the visuals in the projections are great. Sometimes they're really simple,

sometimes they're really complex, but they're always compelling.

Every once in a while I get to stand outside of the piece and just watch it, and that’s
when all that richness comes. Often when I'm performing, I'm on the side, so there’s
only certain things I can see. Also I just like the process of working with actors and
puppeteers and having a director sitting outside and having designers be an intimate
part of discussions. Even if it has nothing to do with the music, I love sitting in a Zoom
meeting and listening to the costume designer. I find it a very rich process, and I feel like

Ilearn a lot.

Ideally, in any production, I want to see that it has some lingering effect—thinking about
it later, flashing on moments of it down the road. I know for our fact that one day I saw a
performance, and I walked out of that performance and was completely transformed. It

changed my entire life trajectory.

When I was sitting in that audience at Roland Kirk, when I was, whatever, 16 years old,
the people next to me were probably out on a date, having a couple drinks, listening to
some good music, and when they left, they didn’t think about it again. And here I am.

I always assume, for any performance, whether it’s just a music gig or a big full-blown
production like this, that it has the potential to affect people profoundly. That’s the best
you can hope for, right? I mean, I remember someone coming up to me in the 9os. I was
doing a gig with Fred Lonberg-Holm, and this young kid was floating through town, and
he caught our gig. And then he became a musician, and his name is Frank Rosaly. Like,
damn! He told me that years later. I'm humbled. I mean, yeah, you saw my concert and
decided to become a musician. That’s a big deal. But I get it completely.

Frank Rosaly is one of my favorite musicians now. He’s so brilliant, and he does all these
great things, and it’s just like—all he needed, apparently, at that moment, was some kind
of spark to completely flip his switch. And you never know. So that’s always what I'm
hoping for, and I know that it’s possible because I lived it. 1
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patio on the North Shore and a dog
launched itself onto my calflike I
was sirloin. My first thought: Why
me?1 felt like that guy in a movie
who hasn’t yet become a werewolf
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System began to boom out a test,
which sounds like a tornado siren
with the addition of a deep male
voice imploring you to stay calm, no

Sara Levine’s new novel“The Hitch.” STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE PHOTOS

definitely occurring.

Levine suggested we meet at a dog
beach because “The Hitch,” her new
novel — her first since “Treasure
Island!!!” Levine’s beloved 2012 cult

In a Sara Levine novel — and so far,
she’s only written two in 25 years —
the heroine would likely take that as
a sign, like some kind of cosmic

emergency is occurring. irony that an emergency was

Turn to Levine, Page 2

Chicago’s International Puppet Theater Festival returns

By Emily McClanathan niques on display, such as we’re really part of the
For the Chicago Tribune bunraku, shadow puppetry, culture in Chicago, and that
marionettes, crankies and we’re anticipated,” Thomas

If there’s one thing that object-based works. Artists  said of the 2025 festival.

the annual Chicago Inter- performing in the 2026 “People now remember it

national Puppet Theater festival hail from Denmark, and carry it with them, and

Festival always delivers, France, India, Norway, they bring that energy to

it’s sheer range. The eighth  South Korea, Spainandthe  the performances them-

iteration, running Janu- United Kingdom, as well selves,” he told the Tribune.

ary 21 through February 1, as Chicago and other U.S. Asthe 2026 festival

features retellings of clas- cities. opener, Norwegian and

sics by Bhavabhuti, Shake- Since its inception New York-based company

speare, Ibsen and Ursula in 2015, the festival has Wakka Wakka reprises

K. Le Guin, plus a glimpse grown into the largest of “Dead AsaDodo,’a

into Harlem history and a its kind in North America, stand-alone play that also

futuristic adventure with a
reincarnated dodo. A free
neighborhood tour and a
Roald Dahl-inspired musi-
cal cater to young audi-
ences, while adult offerings
include late-night cabarets
and aribald exploration of
puppet sexuality.

Equally eclectic are the
puppetry styles and tech-

attracting a record 22,000
attendees in 2025. Founder
and artistic director Blair
Thomas partially credits
this success to the festival’s
consistent track record of
meeting audiences’ high
expectations since shifting
from a biannual to annual
schedule in 2022.

“It was this feeling that

concludes the “Anima-

lia Trilogy,” which the
company performed in

full two years ago. Another
festival regular, French
Norwegian company
Plexus Polaire, lends a
haunted house atmosphere
to Ibsen’s 1879 play, “A

Turn to Puppet, Page 3

“The Enormous Crocodile”is presented by the Roald Dahl Story Company of England at the
Studebaker Theater as part of the Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival. DANNY KAAN


https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/16/chicago-puppet-festival-2026/
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Doll’s House;” with life-
sized puppets, dead birds
and a possessed choir.

A second Plexus Polaire
production, “Trust Me for
aWhile;” blends horror

and comedy to explore

the strange relationship
between a ventriloquist and
his dummy.

Also coming from
Europe is “La Méridi-
enne” by France’s Théatre
de la Massue, an uncon-
ventional spin on dinner
theater that combines a
multi-course meal from
Chicago chef Chris Sullivan
with a short puppet play,
performed one-on-one for
each guest in a separate
room. Danish company
Sofie Krog Theatre sets its
comic thriller, “The House,”
in a family-owned funeral
home, while England’s
Blind Summit Theatre
strikes a balance between
filthy humor and frank
conversations in “The Sex
Lives of Puppets;” draw-
ing on real-life responses
to Great Britain’s National
Survey of Sexual Attitudes
and Lifestyles.

Fewer continents are
represented in the 2026
festival compared to
recent years, with just two
non-European interna-
tional productions, both
from Asia. In “About Ram,”
India’s Katkatha Puppet
Arts Trust uses animation,
digitally projected dance,
masks and puppets to stage
excepts from 8th-century
Sanskrit writer Bhav-
abhuti’s version of the
“Ramayana,” an ancient
epic about an incarnation
of the god Vishnu. Geum-
hyung Jeong, a multidisci-
plinary artist from South
Korea, contemplates the
interplay between technol-
ogy and the human body in
“Qil Pressure Vibrator.” a
hybrid of film, lecture and
performance art.

From Chicago, Emmy
Award-winning ensem-
ble Manual Cinema’s “The
4th Witch” reimagines
Shakespeare’s “Macbeth”
as ayoung girl’s quest
for vengeance against a
backdrop of generational
violence. In “Rhynoce-

Dixon Place presents“The Harlem Doll Palace,

G-

productionin 2024. RICHARD TERMINE

T

"written by Alva Rogers and directed by Ash Winkfield, here in a New York

"Rhynoceron,”directed and designed by KT Shivak, will be at the Chopin Theatre as part of the

Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival. RICHARD TERMINE

ron;” Chicagoan KT Shivak
and company use a life-
size rhinoceros puppet

to recount the history

of humans hunting this
remarkable animal.

Other U.S.-based produc-
tions include “The Match-
box Shows,”a miniature
cabaret by Portland artist
Laura Heit; the return of
the popular “Nasty, Brut-
ish & Short”late-night
comedies,and the world

premiere of “The Left Hand
of Darkness;” an adapta-
tion of Ursula K. Le Guin’s
1969 sci-fi novel. Plus, in
afestival first, Thomas
dons his performer’s hat in
“Does aDog Have Buddha
Nature?” — ablend of

live music (featuring local
saxophone quartet ~Nois),
shadow puppetry and a
crankie comprising several
hand-painted, 100-foot-
long scrolls.

“The Harlem Doll Palace”
brings a particularly
personal touch from Alva
Rogers, playwright, puppe-
teer and artistic director
of the New York-based
Alva Puppet Theater. With
original music by Bruce
Monroe, this historical play
is based on the true story
of Lenon Holder Hoyt,
better known as Aunt Len,
a public school teacher
who created a doll museum

=
L =3 = \"‘, =1

“The Sex Lives of Puppets” by
Blind Summit Theatre of
England at the Biograph
Theatre in Chicago.

CHARLIE LYNE

in her three-story Harlem
brownstone.

Before Aunt Len’s death
in 1999, Rogers got to know
her during several visits
to the museum, which
prompted the playwright
to base her graduate thesis
production on the doll
museum and, years later, to
create the current version
of the play. Directed by Ash
Winkfield, an all-Black cast
of puppeteers portrays the
stories of individual dolls
inspired by Hoyt’s collec-
tion, from antebellum cloth
dolls to a Thomas Edison
talking doll.

“I want to continue

telling the story of this
ancestor, and all ancestors,
because I want this history
to be known,” Rogers said
in a Tribune interview.

The festival wouldn’t
be complete without its
kid-friendly productions,
and this year’s headliner is
“The Enormous Crocodile,”
anew musical based on the
picture book by Roald Dahl.
A cast of friendly animals —
portrayed by designer Toby
Olié’s colorful, whimsical
puppets — helps young
audiences learn about
courage as they thwart
anaughty reptile with
an appetite for children.
Already a hitin the UK, the
show is now touring the
U.S. for the first time, with
Chicago marking its third
stop.

“The mission of the work
was to create an amazing,
quality piece of theater for
children and their fami-
lies, because we believe
that theater is an incredi-
ble space for engendering
connection, community
and belonging,” said direc-
tor Emily Lim.

Lim’s approach comple-
ments the ethos of the
festival’s annual neighbor-
hood tour, which pres-
ents free, family-friendly
shows in community
venues across the city. This
year’s tour includes two
productions: “Stone by
Stone;” by Spanish artist
Tian Gombau, and “Happy
Birthday, Mon Ami” from
the Baltimore-based duo
Alex and Olmsted.

Beyond this extensive
performance lineup, the
festival offers various activ-
ities for those who want
to engage further: panel
discussions, book talks,
workshops, exhibitions and
a pop-up shop and café at
the Fine Arts Building. In
short, it’s a puppet extrav-
aganza with something for
aficionados and newbies

alike.

Emily McClanathan s a
freelance critic.

The 8th Chicago
International Puppet
Theater Festival runs Jan.
21-Feb. 1 at various venues
across Chicago. Visit
ChicagoPuppetFest.org for
schedules and tickets.


https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/16/chicago-puppet-festival-2026/
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CANDIDLY CARNAL

CS*T

Sex Lives of Puppets’ explores frank conversations about sex — no strings attached

BY STEFANO ESPOSITO,
STAFF REPORTER

sesposito@suntimes.com | @slesposito

othing ruins a Las Vegas sex
N party like a phone call from

your spouse in which she
explains that she’s just discovered
alump in her breast.

Sex is messy, complicated; it is
true for humans and, it turns out,
for puppets too.

They have hang-ups. They’ve got
saggy bits. They enjoy kinks.

“I suppose the message is: pe-
nises are OK; we should talk about
[sex] more; and everyone’s doing it
and it’s all weird,” said Mark Down,
the co-writer and co-director of
“The Sex Lives of Puppets,” part of
the Chicago International Puppet
Theater Festival (Jan. 21-Feb. 1 at
various locations across the city).
“Sex Lives” runs Jan. 26-31 at The
Biograph’s Zacek McVay Main-
stage, 2433 N. Lincoln Ave.

This year’s festival brings 80
or so performers to Chicago from
across the United States and
around the globe.

“The ‘Sex Lives’ is very fun, very
accessible. ... I would challenge
anyone who has hesitations to
come to any of our shows, and they
will see something they have never
seen in their lives,” said festival
founder Blair Thomas.

What makes “Sex Lives” differ-
ent than, say, the bawdy puppet
sex scene in Trey Parker and Matt
Stone’s 2004 film “Team America:
World Police” is that the show is
loosely based on the lives of real,
ordinary people.

It is improvised, but many of
the candidly carnal conversations
between the puppets originated
with a survey of modern-day Brit-
ish attitudes about sex, done by
the London School of Hygiene &
Tropical Medicine, including one
participant who attended an orgy
in Sin City without his spouse.

“It’s amazing how rare the sort
of husband and wife and three
kids is in the survey ...,” said

“The Sex Lives of Puppets” brings conversations with real people talking frankly about sex to the stage through puppets. The show

runs Jan. 26-31 at The Biograph’s Zacek McVay Mainstage, 2433 N. Lincoln Ave., as part of the Chicago International Puppet Festival.

CHARLIE LYNE

Down, chatting with the Chicago
Sun-Times from a flat in Vilnius,
Lithuania, where his partner is a
diplomat on a six-month assign-
ment. “When you go straight in on
sex, what comes out really quickly
is that [many] people are living
with second husbands, second
partners. It’'s a massively compli-
cated sort of web.”

There isn’t actually that much
sex in the 1%-hour show. Much of
it is puppet couples talking about
sex — like the old-married-couple

interludes in the 1989 romantic
comedy “When Harry Met Sally;”
leading to sweet, often tender mo-
ments, Down said.

“There is a couple that have sex,

‘THE SEX LIVES
OF PUPPETS’
When: Jan. 26-31

Where: Zacek McVay Theatre,
The Biograph, 2433 N. Lincoln Ave.

Tickets: $49
Info: chicagopuppetfest.org

but they are kind of in the middle
of an interview when they do it.
So it’s like a couple’s therapy that
turns into a sex scene,” he said.

The puppets aren’t “anatomi-
cally complete,” except those in
the shadow porno sequence of the
show, which Down described as
“absolutely juvenile.”

Down, who is in his late 50s,
has had a long and distinguished
career in the puppet world. The
artistic director of the London-
based Blind Summit Theatre

company, Down conceived puppets
for the opening ceremony of the
2012 Summer Olympics in London,
for the Hollywood Bowl in Los An-
geles and the Metropolitan Opera,
among other venues.

It’s an unusual life journey for
someone who originally completed
training to become a medical doc-
tor and worked in an emergency
room.

“Then I went to drama school,”
he said.

But why puppets having and
talking about sex?

It was an idea Blind Sum-
mit developed not long after the
pandemic ended. The company
was working on other shows and
during breaks in rehearsals: “The
puppets were all talking about sex,
and we were all laughing. Then
we'd go back to the rehearsals and
it was really boring,” Down said.

“Sex Lives” debuted at London’s
Southwark Playhouse in January
2024.

“The first day we did it, I left
the house like a condemned man,
thinking I was going to be can-
celed,” Down said of the premiere.
“I was beyond terrified. I was sort
of doomed. I thought, whatever else
happens, I can do 10 days. And then
people loved it. It was an extraordi-
nary reaction.”

The show has also played in
Scotland and Denmark.

“Their English is incredible and
their minds are filthy. So it’s per-
fect,” Down says of the Danish.

With a show that includes
shadow pornography, it’s obviously
not intended for children.

Is there anything he and his cast
won’t touch?

Down has to think about that,
before answering, “I’'m not aware
of anything”

How about shadow oral sex?

“I'm afraid — or I promise —
there is.”

For tickets and the festival
schedule, go to chicagopuppetfest.
org.


https://chicago.suntimes.com/entertainment-culture/2026/01/19/sex-lives-of-puppets-blind-summit-chicago-international-puppet-festival
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Blair and Wakka Wakka Dead as a Dodo live, in-studio Tuesday, January 20, 10:50 am

Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival returns for 8th year | ChicagoNOW
30 International Puppe ks off its 8th edition. bringing 12 days of kve pupf theaters and cor

Posted January 20, 2026 11:43am C&


https://www.fox32chicago.com/video/fmc-tn1rp15q8dx8gls5.amp



https://blockclubchicago.org/2026/01/20/chicagos-8th-annual-international-puppet-theater-festival-boasts-something-for-every-audience/

During a recent interview with Block Club, Thomas smiled warmly when asked if he'd
met his intention from 2015.

“We've developed a really large following of people in Chicago who now have
experienced several years of world-class puppetry,” he said. “They have high

expectations, which is fantastic. That was one of my goals: to raise the bar for the field.”

Another aim for Thomas has been to help artists in creating and developing new
works. So several years ago, he and his team created initiatives to support local
creators. Two shows that went through this process will be showcased at the festival:
“The Left Hand of Darkness,” an adaptation of Ursula K. Le Guin's novel; and
“Rhynoceron,” inspired by the true story of what happened when a one-horned
rhinoceros was brought to Renaissance Europe.

Another locally grown production — “The 4th Witch,” a “Macbeth” riff from the stellar
Chicago company Manual Cinema — will also make its local premiere.
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PUPPET FEST, WINE TASTING AND SPEED DATING:
THIS WEEK'S HYDE PARK HAPPENINGS

Herald staff report Jan 21, 2026 Updated 17 hrs ago %0

Here's what's going on in and around Hyde Park this week.
January 22

‘The Harlem Doll Palace’ puppet performance: As part of the 2026 Chicago International Puppet
Theater Festival, Alva Puppet Theatre presents The Harlem Doll Palace at the Logan Center. Based on the
true story of collector, historian, and educator Lenon Holder Hoyte, known as “Aunt Len,” the show
depicts Aunt Len’s story as a Harlem schoolteacher who transformed her brownstone into a doll
museum, with puppets from her “dollection” recreating their journeys and fighting to keep her legacy
alive as the neighborhood changes around them. Thursday, January 22 and Friday, January 23, 4 p.m. and
7:30 p.m.; Saturday, January 24, 6 p.m. Logan Center, Theater East, 915 E. 60th St. Tickets $43; $35 for

students and seniors. logancenter.uchicago.edu/programs


https://www.hpherald.com/evening_digest/puppet-fest-wine-tasting-and-speed-dating-this-weeks-hyde-park-happenings/article_5ed2005a-05aa-4e03-bb4d-f4b3380b564b.html

Yes, we're still thick in the middle of winter, but doesn't it feel like we've turned the corner at least a little bit now that we're into the
new calendar year? And if youre someone who doesn't enjoy traditional winter activities like skiing or snowboarding, you're probably

counting the days until spring arrives.

The good news is that there are still plenty of things happening around Chicago to make the rest of winter feel a little less long. From
food-focused events and cultural festivals to live performances and major sporting events, there's no shortage of ways to get out of

the house before winter officially wraps up on March 20.

In this article, we've rounded up some of the most interesting events happening in Chicago for the remainder of winter 2026. Each

event includes dates and a brief overview of what you can expect, along with links for more details if you plan to attend.

If this is your first time here, we're the Ben Lalez Team. We've been selling real estate in Chicago for a long time, and staying

connected to what's happening across the city is part of how we serve our clients.

We hope you find something on this list that helps make the rest of the snowy season more enjoyable!

Events At A Quick Glance

Date Range Event Neighborhood Focus
Jan 21— Feb 1 Puppet Theater Festival Citywide venues

Jan 23 - Feb 8 Restaurant Week Hyde Park, Lakeview, River North, West Loop


https://benlalez.com/blog-posts/top-chicago-events-for-the-rest-of-winter-2026/

Discover more Fun
Wednesday, January 21, 2026

Continues by date...


https://chicagoonthecheap.com/free-black-history-concert-at-auditorium-theatre/



https://www.chicagotheatrereview.com/2026/01/dead-as-a-dodo/

Part of that “brought to life” feeling is the movement. The portrayal of character locomotion is so precise and expressive
you stop noticing the mechanics and start tracking intention, fear, curiosity, joy. Even the object work is spellbinding;
the weight, momentum, and snap of things whipping and tumbling across the stage feel uncannily real. Watching it,
you're not thinking about technique. You're thinking about physics, emotion, and wonder, which is exactly the point.

Thor Gunnar Thorvaldsson’s original music was fun, catchy, and kind of burst into the world like: aw yeah, song time. 1
was grooving in my seat, and I'm not exaggerating when I say I was singing “gotta get down to get up” in the car on the

ride home.


https://www.chicagotheatrereview.com/2026/01/dead-as-a-dodo/



https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/Review-DEAD-AS-A-DODO-A-SPELLBINDING-DELIGHT-at-Studebaker-Theater-At-The-Fine-Arts-Building-20260122
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DEAN'S LIST

Dean’s Weekender: Aziz
Ansari, Martin Lawrence,

Disney On Ice and more

by: Dean Richards
Posted: Jan 23, 2026 / 12:55 PM CST
Updated: Jan 23, 2026 / 12:55 PM CST

CHICAGO — WGN’s Dean Richards is offering a look at some of the shows and events taking place

around Chicagoland this weekend.


https://wgntv.com/news/deans-list/deans-weekender-aziz-ansari-martin-lawrence-disney-on-ice-and-more/

CHICAGO (WLS) -- There are lots of fun events to check out indoors!

The Andersonville Chamber of Commerce will hold its first Explore and Restore: A
Health, Wellness, and Service Open House.


https://abc7chicago.com/about/newsteam/diane-pathieu/?userab=abcn_du_cat_topic_feature_holdout-474*variant_b_redesign-1939,abcn_popular_reads_exp-497*variant_a_control-2076,abcn_ad_cadence-481*control-a-1962,abcn_news_for_you_exp-496*variant_a_control-2074,otv_web_content_rec-445*variant_c_trending-1851

“8th Annual Chicago International
Puppet Theater Festival” reviewed
by Julia W. Rath

(fi ;Aeo INTERNATIONAL
PUBST Tﬁm STIVAL
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Friday, January 23, 2026

REVIEW: The Harlem Doll Palace at The 8th Chicago International Puppet
Theater Festival Now Playing Through January 4, 2026

ChilL Live Shows On Our Radar

Alva Puppet Theater: The Harlem Doll Palace

REVIEW:

By Bonnie Kenaz-Mara

Don't let the demure looking tea party fool you. This show is full of harrowing true life tales of a contemporary break in, a theft, an assault, a flood,
and generational family trauma dating back to the days of legalized slavery. It's also full of endurance, joy, famous visitors, and a passion for
collecting thousands of valuable, historical dolls that borders on obsession. Welcome to The Harlem Doll Palace, based on the true story of
Lenon Holder Hoyt, better known as Aunt Len, a public school art teacher for 40 years who created a doll museum in her Harlem brownstone.


http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-harlem-doll-palace-at-8th.html

We're huge fans of stories about interesting people and are so happy the story of Aunt Len and her passion project is being preserved. We
weren't expecting the wonderful contemporary songs and the depth and breadth this historical puppet piece covers. Framing her story as a

puppet show and anthropomorphizing her collection is strongly effective storytelling. We found this show not only informative, but entertaining as
well, with strongly positive social justice, black, and queer elements. Highly recommended.

Bonnie is a Chicago based writer, theatre critic, photographer, artist, and Mama to 2 amazing adults. She owns two websites where she
publishes frequently: ChilLLiveShows.com (adult) & ChilLMama.com (family friendly).

Chicago Puppet Fest and Reva & David Logan Center for the Arts at the University of Chicago present:
Alva Puppet Theater: The Harlem Doll Palace


http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-harlem-doll-palace-at-8th.html

Friday, January 23, 2026

REVIEW: Laura Heit: The Matchbox Shows Now Playing Through January 25th,
2026

ChillL Live Shows On Our Radar
Chicago Puppet Fest presents:
Laura Heit: The Matchbox Shows

Laura Heit's unmatched!

We adored this wonderfully weird production. Think that late night, tiny, tabletop puppet fun might be your jam? This show has fire, wind, human
created foley noises, and even puppet porn worthy of a 12 year old boy in a bathroom stall. She even becomes her own sequined backdrop with
a delightful interplay of light, motion, and projection.

Portland, Oregon based Heit has 25 years of practice making miniature magic and has perfected her niche craft in a big way. Not one to be
boxed in, this microcosm contains dreams, odd stories, and wickedly creative, delightful absurd scenarios. The art is so bad it's good. And her
DIY vibe is also inspiring and makes me want to go home and make an entire mini world of oddities in the service of storytelling. Worth the
admission price to see the teeny news helicopter with the pinwheel propellor! Recommended.

Laura Heit also has two nights of shorts playing at Music Box Theatre, which | was unable to get press tickets to review, and a free looping
exhibition on the 4th floor of The Fine Arts Building which we loved. Check her out.

Exhibitions at The Puppet Hub
“Two Ways Down” by Laura Heit

An immersive shadow puppet and hand-drawn animated installation, by visiting puppet artist Laura Heit. Taking inspiration from the Hieronymus
Bosch work, Garden of Earthly Delights, this fantastical piece reflects on the momentary nature of life using thrown shadows from tabletop
dioramas and reflected and refracted animated projections to create a fleeting world where human-animal hybrids, specters, and body parls
morph and flit across the walls.


http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-laura-heit-matchbox-shows-now.html

Laura Heit: The Matchbox Shows
* 25th Anniversary of The Matchbox Shows *

Laura Heit walks on stage with a glass of wine wearing a sequined tube top. She takes her place behind a table and begins to bring to life her
miniature cabaret. Playing the part of Miniature raconteur, sequined pyromaniac, Laura Heit performs teeny tiny puppet shows inside
matchboxes.

A dead boyfriend, a sausage fairy, a tiger whisperer, a perfectionist, a bath-loving ghost, and many others play their parts in these uncanny micro
plays. The miniature stages come to life with crankies, fire, and pop-up paper engineering. The puppet shows are simultaneously projected on a
screen behind the table making the little tiny details of this portable variety show larger than life.

Event Details

Dates/Times:

Thursday, January 22 at 8 p.m.
Thursday, January 22 at 10 p.m.
Friday, January 23 at 8 p.m.
Friday, January 23 at 10 p.m.
Saturday, January 24 at 8 p.m.
Saturday, January 24 at 10 p.m.
Sunday, January 25 at 8 p.m.

Location:
Constellation
3111 N. Western Ave.

Cost:
$25 Regular
$20 Students and Seniors

Ages: 13 and up
Running Time: 50 mins


http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-laura-heit-matchbox-shows-now.html

FF to 1:05:10 for Blair’s interview 1.25.26, 10:50-10:55 am

Dean Richards, Dave Schwan and Tony DeNardis start the show discussing the snowfall and how

they plan to spend their Sundays now that the Bears are eliminated from the NFL playoffs.

City of Chicago Streets and Sanitation Commissioner Cole Stallard joins Dean to talk about the the

condition of the city streets after the latest snowfall.

For today’s Far Flung Forecast, Dave takes us out to Chamonix, France.


https://wgnradio.com/dean-richards-sunday-morning/dean-richards-sunday-morning-january-25/



https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/23/vna-health-care-to-expand-indian-avenue-health-center-in-aurora/

Blair Thomas live, 10-minute Zoom interview from the Puppet Hub
1/31/26 10:35 a.m.


https://www.fox32chicago.com/video/fmc-hg23gsle7du08yj8




From the Editor

I am, as always, deeply grateful to the PIR team for all the work they do for the journal, as well as to this
issue's review board. Each member generously shared their time and expertise, reviewing articles and
providing feedback. Our journal thrives because of the continued dedication of people in the puppetry
community who unstintingly support each other’s endeavors.

Claudia Orenstein
Hunter College and the Graduate Center, CUNY


https://pirjournal.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2026/01/10/from-the-editor-5/
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Review: Everything you ever needed to know about the sex lives of
puppets, plus Manual Cinema’s latest


https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/27/review-sex-lives-puppets/

Like many arts-loving Chicagoans, I'm well aware of the skills and artistry of this Chicago-
based group that spends most of its time touring. But for us longtime fans, “The 4th Witch”
(a riff on “Macbeth,” not unlike how “Wicked" is a riff on “The Wizard of Oz") still represented a
whole new level of accomplishment. I don't mean that necessarily in terms of emotional
appeal (I prefer some of their other work in that regard), but in terms of how many hundreds
of images this incredible company produces in a show, and how dramatically and gorgeously

these vistas are sequenced.

Before catching this piece, I'd always thought of Manual Cinema as a group with a hand-made
aesthetic, its visuals forming over time, some working better than others. “The 4th Witch” is at
a whole new technical level. It doesn't feel any less organic, but the music, ideas and above all
the images all come in a great rush, far more beautifully formed than I've ever felt with their
prior shows. Alas, although this piece has been seen elsewhere, this festival run was the one
hometown outing to date. I hereby request that this company correct that problem, and that
we don't have to wait for a festival to see it again.

For now, witches have given way to cavorting puppets showing off their sex lives. Blind
Summit is a famously witty British theater company, led for more than 25 years by artistic
director Mark Down, a famed and much-loved teacher of his craft as well as a performer who

becomes at one with his tools, so to speak.


https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/27/review-sex-lives-puppets/

Blind Summit also knows how to sell puppetry in a small-scale touring realm often dominated
by comedy. In the U.K., they're often compared to the iconic 1980s TV show “Spitting Image,”
which mercilessly lampooned political figures by created puppet sculptures wickedly
emphasizing their least-flattering features. Blind Summit's newest show put me in mind of
the British TV show “Gogglebox,” a fly-on-the-wall celebration of the blather of ordinary,
opinionated Brits.

“The Sex Lives of Puppets” (which, by the way, features mostly puppets of a certain age, not
nubile marionettes offering vicarious thrills) is a piece based on interviews, or so the company
claims, with a variety of characters who are managing to press on with their sex lives,
notwithstanding a variety of setbacks from age to inhibition and from bodily limitations to
loneliness. (Puppets get lonely, don't ya know, and they are not all flexible like Kermit.) You
watch them talk about their sex lives and, to some degree, do their things with their human
helpers and, well, it's all great and even poignant fun on a cold night.

Update: This story has been changed to correct information about run dates for Manual
Cinema.


https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/01/27/review-sex-lives-puppets/

As the windy city moves on from negative single-digit weather to positive single-digit weather, the Loyola community
can rest easy and warm with many indoor activities, and one outdoor — open skate at Warren Park — for the most

adventurous ramblers.

Take a break from getting buried in snow and schoolwork and venture into the world of talking with your teeth closed

at the annual puppet theater festival, including many free performances near the Lake Shore Campus. Keep those coats
on, Ramblers, bearable cold is within reach.


https://loyolaphoenix.com/2026/01/blue-skies-ahead-comfort-food-knit-for-minnesota-puppetry/



https://www.bairdwarner.com/blog/2026/01/28/five-things-to-do-in-chicago-jan-30-to-feb-1-2026

Ehe New York Eimes

A Beacon of Warmth and
Light: Puppets Take Chicago

Crowds are flocking to an annual festival for performances of “A
Doll’s House,” a “Macbeth”-inspired witch tale and more featuring
puppets big and small.

By Laura Collins-Hughes Visuals by Alexander Coggin
Reporting from Chicago

Jan. 29, 2026

The temperature outside was zero degrees Fahrenheit and falling.
Hibernation would have been a logical response. But on the shores
of Lake Michigan in January, the locals are used to persevering in
the face of brutal cold — while maybe improvising slightly, in the
interest of kindness and common sense.












The show’s marquee feature is its majestic puppet rhinoceros, a
hulking, spectacular, even lyrical creature with soulful eyes and
bristle-tipped, stand-up ears. But Shivak uses a remarkable scope
of styles to tell this history-based story, about a rhinoceros that
became an object of fascination in Renaissance Europe, its sad fate
determined by the whims of cosseted, powerful men: aking, a

pope.

Performed by three puppeteers (Shivak, Chih-Jou Cheng and
Jacky Kelsey) and one musician (Ben Zucker), the show is often
intimate in scale, with small puppets and detailed drawings that
are significantly less legible from a distance, especially when the
lighting (by Daphne Agosin) is murky. “Rhynoceron” demands,
really, to be seen up close; the 147-seat theater where it ran in
Chicago was too large for it. Watching once from the 10th row and
again from the fourth, I had night-and-day experiences.











https://www.wbez.org/wbez-news/2026/01/29/chicagos-manual-cinema-on-why-puppets-are-such-a-draw-in-digital-age



https://thirdcoastreview.com/uncategorized/2026/01/29/your-chicago-curated-weekend-1-29-and-beyond



https://www.newcity.com/2026/01/30/today-in-culture-friday-january-30-2026-chicago-art-world-protests-ice-james-rondeau-draws-plans-avondales-belmont-tavern-reopens/?oly_enc_id=5790I7313467I6J

Now to the news: About Face Theatre has announced it will stage
"Modern Gentleman" by Preston Max Allen. Opening March 18 at Raven
Theatre, the show will be directed by Landree Fleming. Lookingglass
Theatre ensemble member David Schwimmer is working hard around
town to market the comeback of the long-lived Chicago theater
company. Tickets are on sale for the next show at the Water Tower
Water Works, Matthew C. Yee's "White Rooster," coming in March.

Season of Concern says it raised a record $140,000 in its holiday
collections for Chicago's artistic folks in need. News of two former
Chicago theater types: Eric Schroeder has been appointed general
manager of New York's Public Theater. Joanie Schultz, currently
associate artistic director of the Cincinnati Playhouse, is the 2026 winner
of the Zelda Fichandler Award from the Stage Directors and
Choreographers Foundation. "This award affirms decades of deepening
roots and focusing on the work rather than chasing visibility," Schultz
said.



Up next, though, is the rising director Jessica Fisch's new production of
"Dear Evan Hansen," which should be both affordable and easily
accessible for that show's many teen fans in the city's western suburbs.
No shows are being directed in the news season by the artistic director
par excellence, Jim Corti, alas. And no more Bold Series, alas.

But lots of bold shows elsewhere, and | will see you at the theater.

— Chris Jones, chief theater critic





https://depauliaonline.com/81907/artslife/witches-shadows-sight-and-sound-the-puppeteers-of-manual-cinema/
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Review: There’s quite a monster at the center of ‘Little Shop of Horrors’ at
Marriott Theatre

The Chicago International Puppet Festival is some 30 miles to the south, but the Audrey II

that shows up in director Tommy Rapley’s staging of “Little Shop of Horrors” would certainly
have merited a spot.

The nasty plant, the savior of Mushnik’s florist store, but with an unhealthy hunger for the

struaalina emnlovees therein. is auite the heast of foliane. Tnstead of the traditional vertical


https://www.chicagotribune.com/2026/02/03/review-little-shop-horrors/?lctg=14AA1471052934FB8455C47C5C
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In the depth of winter all over Chicago, the Puppets are here!!! In these days when getting artists
from other nations to our shores is a herculean and thankless task, the folks at the Chicago
International Puppet Theatre Festival lived up to their names, despite life threatening storms and
wind chills and the possibility that an artist would be turned away at the airport. CIPTF brought
the most moving and beautiful art to us from the south side to the north side. A pro tip: buy
tickets when they go on sale at the end of 2026- many of the shows sold out long before opening
night, and while the website has this cool function where you can find tickets, you might miss
something truly amazing if you dont shop early. Also some shows were able to add additional
viewings, or you could standby and get in, but don't get shut out of one of the best parts of winter
in Chi Town.

This year's fest was a reassertion of humanity and of hope and kindness in the darkest times.
Strange to think about objects brought to life bringing us our humanity on stage, kind of the
direct opposite of Al faking humanity, but these exguisitely crafted bits of fiber and wood and clay
made over hours by dedicated human hands often in community became a kind of sacramental
ritual that we as a bundled up audience could partake of.

I wanted to pretend this year that | was traveling to Chicago just for this as | have done for the
Berlinale film fest and Canada’s Stratford Festival. My life bulloxed it up a bit but for about 8 of the
12 days of the festival | could immerse myself in whatever was offered and | even got to spend
time in the Puppet Hub, a gathering spot, exhibition and coffee house on the 4th floor of the Fine
Arts Building where the Puppet fest admin offices are located.



https://www.chicagostageandscreen.com/post/8th-annual-puppetfest-warms-the-city

| began with Plexis Polaire’s A Doll House which adapted the Ibsen classic of a woman trapped in
domesticity creating an unsettling Jungian nightmare. The ever enlarging spider stalking Nora,
the wife who strains at her marriage constraints, isiconic and joins Shelob and Aragog as an epic
arachnid. The fest highlighted artists and companies from Norway, even as Chicago became an
arctic village while they were in town. The life sized puppets became eerie mirrors of humans, so
close and not yet real, so surreal. Plexus Polaire brought 3 works to the fest and all of them had
some form of development at the Company Residencies at Nordland Visual Theatre on th Lofoten
Islands whichis located in a small fishing village north of the Arctic Circle. Perhaps these
puppets are more used to the cold than we are!

The London based company Blind Summit returned to Chicago with the naughty and bawdy and
hysterically funny and quite sweet Sex Lives of Puppets conceived by Mark Down who also

directed along with Ben Keton and was one of the puppeteers. A collaboration between Blind
Summit and the National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles it was an honest look at real
people where puppets showcase the joys and silliness and sadness and connection- it was
diverse and honest and moving. Blind Summit often features puppets that portray older people
and topics that are not common: they like to say that they seek to subvert people’s expectations
of puppetry, but my experience has been that this is a group of artists that digs deep to tell
moving stories with puppets that become friends.

In avery European film fest way Laura Heit's art film shorts in a movie theatre | did not know
existed at the Chicago institution Tje Music Box. This velvet curtained viewing room is like
watching a film inside my childhood music box, which is totally appropriate for this artist who also
brought her Matchbox tiny puppet shows to the fest and had some exquisite objects and hand
drawn animations at the Puppet Hub. Many of her films were less than a minute but the entire
reel was compelling and demonstrated Heit's enormous range. Every year the fest features some
type of filmic puppetry and Heit is a master at visual tales.


https://www.chicagostageandscreen.com/post/8th-annual-puppetfest-warms-the-city

| managed to squeeze in two local masterpieces because of added shows and seats: Manual
Cinema's latest work The 4th Witch about a girl who survives the French occupation and has
chilling mirrars of our time, and Festival founder and director Blair Thomas's dharma talk as
puppet show, a two parter that began with Eassing_Through The Bardo and concluded with_Does a

Dog have a Buddha Nature (pick up your souvenir good dog bad dog mugs in the gift shop) | found
both shows profoundly meaningful and they left me changed.



https://www.chicagostageandscreen.com/post/8th-annual-puppetfest-warms-the-city
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(translating to English...)


https://thereklama.com/k-8-mu-prishestviyu-kukol-o-kukolnom-arsenale/
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Inspired by William Shakespeare’s “Macbeth” and featuring immersive theatre elements, Manual
Cinema’s "The 4th Witch" will fill SUNY Oswego’s Waterman Theatre at 7 p.m. on Wednesday,
Feb. 18.

Part of the ARTSwego Performing Arts Series, “The 4th Witch” depicts the story of a young girl,
orphaned from war, who becomes apprenticed to the three witches seen in “Macbeth.” Told
through shadow puppetry, actors in silhouette and live music (without dialogue or narration),

"The 4th Witch" begins on the eve of an invasion of a small town by the local warlord Macbeth.

The girl flees the invading army and escapes into the nearby forest. There, she is rescued by the
witches. They agree to take the girl on as an apprentice, on the condition that she must never use
her powers for revenge. Consumed by grief and rage, the girl comes to realize that it was Macbeth

who killed her father — and that she must choose between reconciliation or vengeance.


https://www.oswego.edu/news/story/4th-witch-brings-immersive-theatre-suny-oswego-feb-18
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A Doll’s House

When Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House first landed on stage in 1879, I doubt anyone
dreamed it would be one of the world’s most frequently produced plays someday. Back
then, it caused near riots in its depiction of a woman bucking patriarchy. By today’s
standards, Ibsen’s play would seem quite tame, but France’s Plexus Polaire is not tame,
and their take on Ibsen’s classic added symbolic layers of meaning through large-scale
puppetry that includes life-size puppet characters, giant spiders and birds, and effects
through optical illusions created by switching up the parts played by people and puppets
frequently. You might recognize this as classic Plexus Polaire if you saw their previous
offerings in the Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival: Moby Dick in 2023 and
Dracula: Lucy’s Dream in 2025. Their reputation for elaborate and impeccable

puppetry, creepy pacing, and exquisite lighting is well earned.

The imagery of a bird knocked senseless by the unseen window takes on an ominous
meaning when Nora, Torvald’s “little bird” of a wife, suddenly has the giant feathered
head of a sparrow. Or when spiders slowly encroach on her desperate cross-stitching
attempts to avoid the unravelling of her life. Nora is a woman trying to find herself at a
time when women had so little agency. Yngvild Aspeli, actor-puppeteer-codirector (with
Paola Rizza), really captures the spirit of this timeless conflict as she replicates the
burdens of womanhood: running a house, raising children, working in and out of the
home, and fixing financial issues behind the scenes.

Her activity level alone exemplifies this most of the play—she is the sole puppeteer,
running from one life-sized puppet to another. But eventually, the world around her
becomes more alive as she herself begins to recede, and Torvald springs forth as a fully
formed man—just as it’s too late for her to care anymore. A heartrending tragedy with
moments of comedy and, as always with Plexus Polaire, just the right tinge of horror.
(Kimzyn Campbell)

The 4th Witch

What fuels war? How are we all complicit in ongoing human rights violations? What
kind of protection do we owe each other, and especially the young among us? These are
some issues most of us grapple with lately, and Manual Cinema is ready to take us with
them as they explore the same themes in The 4th Witch, directed by Drew Dir. Their

Chicago premiere tackles such questions head-on, but in Manual Cinema style, which

means the show is led by live music, full of powerful symbolism and packed with
stunning visuals to get your heart pounding.
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Set in wartime, the story follows a young girl who is orphaned in an air strike and
adopted by three witches. She becomes the fourth, living her days in the woods with
them and learning of their mysterious ways, as they make a living collecting and
distilling the magic of mushrooms. Manual Cinema combines their shadow puppetry
designs, live-action shots, and music (score and sound design by Kyle Vegter and Ben
Kauffman) to create a seamless and well-choreographed melange that is endlessly
captivating. Wherever your eyes look, there is an actor/puppeteer donning a cape or
flipping through shadow images. Each performer switches between roles and pops up—
sometimes only for a moment—to create an effect or to offer a hand. While your brain is
busy keeping up with the dizzying array of imagery, a story emerges, implying that
perhaps the witches are more complicit than they seem, and less idyllic.

Girl, played fiercely by Sarah Fornace, is seemingly the most powerful as the fourth
witch. But as she learns more about anger and her own formidable power, she takes on a
Lady Macbeth “out damn spot” stance, becoming increasingly horrified. Fornace’s
longtime collaborator, Julia Miller, plays the lead witch with the aplomb of an actual
crone. Jeffrey Paschal is a menacing Macbeth and soldier. Leah Casey and Lizi Breit flit
between their multiple roles and costumes as gracefully as a ballet, which is augmented
by the live music, performed by Lucy Little (vocals and violin), Lia Kohl (vocals and
cello), and Alicia Walter (lead vocals and keyboard). It’s an altogether gorgeous piece
that ends with a mystical, symbolic trinity of the witches being usurped and replaced by

a younger trinity.

The whole original directorial team collaborated on the concept to create this triumph
with a signature Manual Cinema vibe. Running it in their hometown at the festival
during a time of political upheaval and giving us all space to contemplate our own
reckonings with evil was just the icing on the cake. (Kimzyn Campbell)

The Harlem Doll Palace
Lenon Hoyte, better known as “Aunt Len,” created the Harlem Doll Palace and ran it for

over two decades after retiring as a schoolteacher. In this homage to her work, created
by New York’s Alva Puppet Theater, we enter the interior of the doll palace and learn of

the history of dolls of all kinds, from fashion and celebrity dolls to topsy-turvy dolls.
Black women'’s creations are portrayed with reverence as each doll comes to life and tells
her story. We also learn more about Aunt Len and her mission to make the joy of dolls
accessible while preserving precious specimens. By exploring history as told through the
fragile perspective of a doll, Aunt Len brings out each doll’s story while forging a deep

connection with them, most of whom see her as their rescuer.
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Of all her preservation work, collecting Black dolls was the dearest to her heart, as she
knew how important it was for Black children to see themselves reflected in the world.
The drama waxes and wanes as Aunt Len and her dolls endure robberies, floods, and
unscrupulous collectors.

Brown Nurse Doll (Thalya David) does her best to mend everyone—until it is her turn to
be nursed after breaking a leg. Army Talking Doll (a Thomas Edison invention played
with military precision by Mecca Akbar) finds her place in the entourage by being the
ersatz bookkeeper and keeping track of exactly how many dolls are in the collection on
any given day following each battle. Playwright and show creator Alva Rogers as Aunt
Len sings her heart out in several numbers. The most moving and powerful scenes are
between Early (Charlotte Lily Gaspard) and Hannah (Marcella Murray), two child dolls
from the antebellum south attempting to have a friendship in the midst of the awful
power dynamics of slavery. The Harlem Doll Palace seamlessly connects the world of
dolls and puppets, creating a parallel world where deep and complex historical
dynamics can be explored. (Kimzyn Campbell)

The House

The title setting in Denmark’s Sofie Krog Theatre’s The House takes up more space than
your average dollhouse but less than a tiny home. It also happens to be a erematorium
that rotates and undulates, eventually spilling its secrets and bloody content. This
comedic horror thriller is less scary than it is endearing. Tiny human hand puppets fall
prey to their own greed and paranoia, only to be removed from their spirit (a tiny light),
which will then humorously occupy any other living being nearby. This is how a
murdered old aunt occupies the dog long enough to let her disowned, criminally
inclined sons back into the will, expunging her greedy niece-in-law and cowardly
husband and exerting her control from beyond the grave (as any old aunt must). I could
almost see the spirit of Mister Rogers’s Lady Elaine (who always creeped me out—I
stayed for Daniel Striped Tiger) in the evil countenance of Flora, the niece who plots the
woman'’s death.

The House is almost Shakespearean in the farcical twistings of its plot, stuffed with
clever chase scenes, but features many delightful creepy details: fluttering curtains,
doors swaying open and shut, little lights flickering on and off, the lights of the
crematorium flaring up, tiny puppets tiptoeing, stomping their feet, or creeping around
with axes in hand. Sofie Krog and David Faraco have created a tale that is perfectly
complex and delightfully simple, combining the fraught dramas of adulthood with the
easy childhood joy of a puppet theater. (Kimzyn Campbell)
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The Left Hand of Darkness
By featuring performers that look enough like us, puppetry’s estranging powers can
tangle with humanity’s “big questions.” The work of American writer Ursula K. Le Guin

is acclaimed for deploying science fiction and fantasy conventions in order to

interrogate many of those same questions. As a result, Untitled Theatre Company No. 61
and Yara Arts Group's adaptation of Le Guin’s 1969 novel, The Left Hand of Darkness,
presented in the eighth annual Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival, is an

ideal blend of source material and performance.

Presented as the reports of Terran narrator Genly Ai, The Left Hand of Darkness
immerses its audience in both the political intrigue and the inherent culture clash of
intergalactic diplomacy. The majority of the play’s first half is performed by an
ensemble of five, wielding bunraku-style rod puppets and narrated by Winter Jones and
Miguel Long, with Genly’s secondary sources presented in prerecorded shadow puppet
films. Gethen'’s denizens are ambisexual, displaying no fixed gender and entering

kemmer every 26 days, a process by which they present variable sexual characteristics.

In the second act, Jones and Long appear on stage as Estraven and Genly, as their
relationship thaws and becomes greater than diplomacy. The shift from wood and cloth
to flesh and bone hits hard; when we see each other for who we are rather than what is
unfamiliar, we become real to each other, an invaluable lesson as staged by Edward
Einhorn and Tom Lee. The second act’s coup de theatre, where a white curtain is
manipulated to represent Gethen’s snowy landscape, is astounding in its simplicity and
effect. Michael Zerang’s music and sound design, meanwhile, situates the audience well
in the unfamiliar atmosphere. Tackling questions of otherness, The Left Hand of
Darkness is an adaptation delighting in strangeness, particularly as a means of

destroying prejudice. (Rob Silverman Ascher)

The Matchbox Shows

The Matchbox Shows starts with creator Laura Heit sitting at a table with a glass of
wine, serenely walking us through some tableaus featuring her tiny matchboxes. Her
whimsical art is arranged as a series of vignettes, then cast onto a large screen (because
they are so tiny), but they tell colossal tales, like how Miss Pink Tights attempts a daring
tightrope walk, or the story of a sausage fairy, or the journey of the amazing cannonball

bunny.
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The fairy tales are juxtaposed with stories of real life. An art teacher decides to run away
for the life he truly wanted. A friend leaps from a rooftop. Over a quarter of a century,
Heit has amassed quite a few stories and toured around the globe with the most efficient
yet most flammable tour gear imaginable. Due to the plethora of stories, Heit can swap
them out so it’s a different show each time. The finale, 277 Pictures of Myself Naked
really brings it to a comic conclusion. Heit’s miniature treasures added an essential,
intimate vibe to a festival that has grown very large over the past 11 years. (Kimzyn
Campbell)

Oil Pressure Vibrator

In Oil Pressure Vibrator from South Korea, the most abstract of the puppet festival
shows I saw this year, the puppets are a shadow self to the puppeteer, Geumhyung
Jeong, representing her masculine side as she declares herself a hermaphrodite and

begins a peculiar quest.

For at least 17 years, the artist has been honing and documenting this laboratory
experience, which has the feel of a research project, on her sexual independence and

eventual destruction via union with a construction excavator.
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To get us there with her, Jeong sits in front of her laptop and presents the premise in her
native Korean. Accentuating the idea of it being a clinical presentation of research, her
tone remains measured and calm. Subtitles accompany her videos, each presented as an
inquiry into the next step of her sexual perspective. She explains how she no longer has
sex with men, and begins having sex with her partner, the other half of herself, which
she considers the manly half.

She accomplishes this by projecting that half into the objects she operates—a mask,
mannequin parts, a vacuum tube—the objects becoming increasingly uncanny and
powerful as her own pleasure eventually dulls. In spite of this projection, the
presentation is never comical, lewd, personal, or even romantic. Things remain
impersonal. It’s not until she comes across a construction site one day that she
recognizes the ultimate object of masculine sexuality: an excavator. She decides on the

spot that this is what she needs to control in order to experience sexual completion.

The tone shifts from a more opaque performance art presentation to documentary style
with a story arc, with Jeong going through the complicated process of becoming a
licensed excavator operator, earning the right to rent and operate one as she sees fit. The
culmination of the show satisfies her fantasy at last, as we see her on the beach naked,
then transformed symbolically into a giant naked sand sculpture of herself reclining,
then driving a giant excavator over to that sand sculpture. I'll leave the rest to your
imagination.

Jeong’s background in performance art and choreography informs her work as much as
puppetry does, but there is very little movement from her on the stage. Most of the
motion stems from the projections that illustrate the body of her research. She keeps the
distance from her own experience by observing the screen with us, except for one brief
moment when she operates a toy excavator in an intimate way. The result is a measured
performance that occasionally elicits a chuckle due to the absurdity or tension that
builds, but which ultimately questions the power dynamics and boundaries of sexuality.
Weirdly satisfyving. (Kimzyn Campbell)

The Sex Lives of Puppets
The puppets featured in The Sex Lives of Puppets by the UK’s Blind Summit Theatre are

some of the truest characters you'll come across in the puppet realm—probably because
their stories, told directly to the audience, are based on actual interviews with people
about their sex lives. Many of the puppets are middle-aged, and they have stories to tell,
opinions, hang-ups, grievances, quirks: in short, all of the stuff that makes a sex life
interesting to unravel, not to mention often hilarious (or even tragic) to hear about.
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There’s the gay couple in the senior center, one of whom only discovered he was gay at
retirement, the other who can’t express his love verbally but who lights up on drag night.
There’s the guy on a long-awaited Vegas trip who has been excited about an orgy for a
while now, but when his wife calls to talk about her newly discovered breast lump, his
infantile outrage belies something deeply insecure about him. A widower who works in
finance tries to help a neighbor with a plumbing emergency, which somehow leads to a

hand job, and true love via cat role-playing in the bedroom.

All of the expected topics are under the microscope: fidelity, kinks, roles, positions,
frequency, and of course the nature of love itself. The narrative thrives on its
unapologetic shock value, but also dips frequently and without sappiness into the
human need for affection, touch, connection, belonging. It’s a refreshing view on the
whole gamut of sexuality, and the puppeteers themselves (Mark Down, who cocreated
the show with Ben Keaton, Isobel Griffiths, Dale Wylde, and Elliot Liburd) add so much
nuance to the performance with their many accents and their palpable joy at playing the

various roles.

There’s this thing that happens with contemporary puppetry, the way each puppeteer
mirrors the expressions and motions of the puppets, and it is an endearing artifact of the
connection between the operator and the puppet. In this case, it is doubled, as each
puppet is operated by two puppeteers, one doing the speaking and operating the head,
and one doing the arms and/or lower body. It creates a captivating energy—almost
mystical—because now it’s a trinity of beings communicating one idea to another trinity
of beings, taking the whole thing into uncanny valley territory. Not a bad way to clear
some chakras over the winter, really, and a great conversation starter for partners and

friends on the trip home after the show. (Kimzyn Campbell)

Trust Me for a While

If the “actor’s nightmare” is being forced to perform despite not knowing the lines, then
a “puppeteer’s nightmare” might look something like the situation in Plexus Polaire’s
Trust Me For a While. The French-Norwegian theater group, already represented in this
year’s Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival with their production of A Doll’s
House (see review in this article), also presented this deceptively simple piece about the
battle between ventriloquist and dummy. What begins as a run-of-the-mill
ventriloquism demonstration from Pedro Hermelin Vélez becomes a philosophical
disquisition on the nature of free will when Terry, his wide-eyed puppet, admits that

he’s “having an existential crisis” and can’t go on.
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You might be able to guess that Vélez loses the room at this point. For the rest of Trust
Me For A While’s all-too-brief 50 minutes, Terry wrests control, invoking Schrodinger’s
cat (with the help of a fat gray cat puppet) to illustrate his quandary, and asking, “Who is
really in control?” After all, without Terry, there’s no show, definitely not at the Chicago

International Puppet Theater Festival.

Plexus Polaire artistic director Yngvild Aspeli’s production is deceptively simple, using
three wheeled curtains to great effect, playing with scale in a phantasmagorical sequence
where Vélez gets a taste of his own medicine. At times, Trust Me For A While feels stuck
in one gear, but at least it explores that ground well. As the crisis hits its apex, Terry tells
Pedro, “The answer to Schrodinger’s paradox is. . . a puppet.” Heady words for the
audience of an international puppet festival, but Trust Me For A While returns to the
status quo at the end, the classical ideal for a comedy. Trust Me For A While is excellent,
as both a freaky short subject and an anarchic deconstruction of puppeteering. (Rob
Silverman Ascher)
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AMERICAN THEATRE


https://www.americantheatre.org/2026/02/26/what-was-caryl-churchill-smoking-and-other-chicago-highs/
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