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

●​ 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? 
 

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

●​ 2026 marked the second consecutive year CIPTF made Chicago Magazine’s Top 
10 events in January. 
 

●​ 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.​
 

●​ 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. 
 

●​ 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. 
 

●​ 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.​
 

●​ 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.​
 

●​ 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.​
 

●​ 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.​
 



●​ 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. 
 

●​ 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. 

 

 
 

●​ 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.google.com/file/d/1d3Zz7jnR68eE-5WneRtH6OmOMxN_DtQv/view?usp=drive_link​
​

Broadwayworld, 8CIPTF anct 11.3.25 
https://www.broadwayworld.com/chicago/article/CHICAGO-INTERNATIONAL-PUPPET-THEATE
R-FESTIVAL-Returns-This-January-20251103 
 
Chicago Parent, 8CIPTF listing posted 11.4.25​
https://www.chicagoparent.com/events/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chicago/ 
 
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-gl
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
R-FESTIVAL-Returns-In-January-20251112​
 
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
l-Returns-in-January-20251216​
 
Time Out Chicago, listing posted 12.16.25 (requested corrections twice - inc fix low ticket price)​
https://www.timeout.com/chicago/theater/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-1​
 
Chicago Star Newspaper, preview feature 12.17.25​
https://www.chicagostarmedia.com/global-puppet-artists-come-to-chicago-jan-21-feb-1-for-eigh
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=msg-f:18525683
63960455754​
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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
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​
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 (?) of January print issue​
https://thereklama.com/8th-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival-chast-i/​
 
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-8670-1d35c2429d83.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​
https://chicago.citycast.fm/podcasts/your-guide-to-january-2026-in-chicago 
 
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-january/​
 
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 print 1.16.26​
https://www.dailyherald.com/20260112/theater/spotlight-marriott-revives-little-shop-of-horrors-
metropolis-concert-version-of-oliver/​
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Newcity, Fest preview hooked to Left Hand of Darkness S Hoyer 1.26 posted 1.13.26​
https://www.newcitystage.com/2026/01/13/the-complexity-of-the-human-experience-expresse
d-through-the-chicago-international-puppet-theater-festival/?oly_enc_id=0806I0481578J0U​
 
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/guides/chicago-puppet-festival-with-kids/ 
 
Chicago Reader, “Chicagoan of Note” Left Hand of Darkness musician Michael Zerang 1.13.26​
https://chicagoreader.com/music/chicagoans-of-note/michael-zerang-left-hand-darkness-pupp
et-percussion-drummer-theater-dance/ 
  
Chicago Parent (via Instagram), Companion Spend a Day at CIPTF Insta reel 1.15.26 
https://www.instagram.com/p/DTiK3cBiWcG/​
 
Chicago Sun-Times, The Mix TTD in Chicago inc CIPTF posted and in print 1.15.26​
https://chicago.suntimes.com/things-to-do/2026/01/14/15-things-to-do-this-week-in-chicago-ja
n-15-21​
 
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​
https://thelocaltourist.com/chicago-events-calendar/?_evDiscoveryPath=/event/127043v-alva-p
uppet-theatre-the-harlem-doll-palace​
 
ChIILiveShows, 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 
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Block Club Chicago, festival preview 1.20.26​
https://blockclubchicago.org/2026/01/20/chicagos-8th-annual-international-puppet-theater-fest
ival-boasts-something-for-every-audience/ 
 
Time Out Chicago, festival preview 1.20.26​
https://www.timeout.com/chicago/news/chicago-hosts-a-festival-entirely-dedicated-to-puppetr
yand-you-wont-believe-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/ 
 
ChicagoOnTheCheap, Free events inc CIPTF Puppet Hub 1.21.26​
https://chicagoonthecheap.com/free-black-history-concert-at-auditorium-theatre/​
​
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​
https://thirdcoastreview.com/front-page/2026/01/22/your-chicago-curated-weekend-1-22-and-b
eyond​
 
Chicago Kids, CIPTF listing 1.22.26​
https://www.chicagokids.com/calendar/Detail/72477/chicago-international-puppet-theater-festi
val​
 
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 Happenings, Jim Henson Foundation, first week festival openings 1.23.26​
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=6617f6cd35&view=lg&permmsgid=msg-f:18551051
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/​
​
ChiILMama, Harlem Doll Palace review 1.23.26​
​​http://chiilliveshows.com/2026/01/review-harlem-doll-palace-at-8th.html 
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ChiILMama, 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 interview (also CROC at 55:10, no CIPTF mention 1.25.26 
https://wgnradio.com/dean-richards-sunday-morning/dean-richards-sunday-morning-january-25
/ 
 
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​
https://thirdcoastreview.com/stages/2026/01/26/dispatch-international-puppet-theater-festival​
 
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 5 TTD 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​
https://www.wbez.org/wbez-news/2026/01/29/chicagos-manual-cinema-on-why-puppets-are-s
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​
 
Newcity, Today In Culture item with gift link to NY Times feature 1.30.26​
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=5790I
7313467I6J​
 
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 II 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/
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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/?lctg=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 International Research,  
https://pirjournal.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2026/01/10/from-the-editor-5/ 
 
American Theatre, J Pierce Chicago news round up Reader fest coverage blurb & link 2.26.26​
https://www.americantheatre.org/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.google.com/file/d/1RDKQ6VB1n_WZC-3sxifxq4hHK2mxV3Tk/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 
https://www.buzznews.net/theatre/upcoming-theatre/item/6020-roald-dahl-s-enormous-crocod
ile-announced-for-chicago.html 
 
Classic Chicago Magazine, EC included in Jan events preview 1.1.26​
https://classicchicagomagazine.com/about-the-town-in-january-10/​
 
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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https://classicchicagomagazine.com/about-the-town-in-january-10/
https://mykidlist.com/event/roald-dahls-the-enormous-crocodile-the-musical/2026-01-30/1/


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​
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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
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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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https://www.americantheatre.org/2025/12/19/seeking-new-chicago-theatre-hangouts/
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Full schedule continues… 

https://www.spotlightonlake.com/posts/8th-chicago-intl-puppet-theater-fest-present-puppeteers-around-globe


https://www.chicagomag.com/chicago-magazine/january-2026/january-agenda-3/


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
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Fast forward to 4:25 – 6:20 for CIPTF8 conversation 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

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/
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A+E

By Emily McClanathan 
For the Chicago Tribune

If there’s one thing that 
the annual Chicago Inter-
national Puppet Theater 
Festival always delivers, 
it’s sheer range. The eighth 
iteration, running Janu-
ary 21 through February 1, 
features retellings of clas-
sics by Bhavabhuti, Shake-
speare, Ibsen and Ursula 
K. Le Guin, plus a glimpse 
into Harlem history and a 
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 a ribald exploration of 
puppet sexuality.

Equally eclectic are the 
puppetry styles and tech-

niques on display, such as 
bunraku, shadow puppetry, 
marionettes, crankies and 
object-based works. Artists 
performing in the 2026 
festival hail from Denmark, 
France, India, Norway, 
South Korea, Spain and the 
United Kingdom, as well 
as Chicago and other U.S. 
cities.

Since its inception 
in 2015, the festival has 
grown into the largest of 
its kind in North America, 
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 

we’re really part of the 
culture in Chicago, and that 
we’re anticipated,” Thomas 
said of the 2025 festival. 
“People now remember it 
and carry it with them, and 
they bring that energy to 
the performances them-
selves,” he told the Tribune.

As the 2026 festival 
opener, Norwegian and 
New York-based company 
Wakka Wakka reprises 
“Dead As a Dodo,” a 
stand-alone play that also 
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 

Chicago’s International Puppet Theater Festival returns

By Christopher Borrelli
Chicago Tribune

T he other day the
author Sara Levine
asked me to meet
her at a dog beach 
in Evanston. I didn’t 

have a hard time finding her. She 
said she would be wearing an orange
cap and she was. The problem —
and here is where I felt as though 
I slipped suddenly into a Sara 
Levine novel — was that the beach 
was padlocked and Levine arrived 
without her dog. Also, at the very
moment we met, Northwestern
University’s Emergency Notification 
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 
emergency is occurring.

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  
irony that an emergency was 

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 

classic — centers on a dog attack in 
Evanston that leaves a corgi dead 
and a 6-year-old boy certain he’s 
possessed by the dead dog’s soul.
But like “Treasure Island!!!,” it’s also
funny and unhinged and so relatable 
you wonder if Levine, who chairs the 
writing department at the School of 
the Art Institute of Chicago, has been 
slowly making a case for the lost art 
of the literary comedy novel.

Indeed, Levine’s characters
are so queasily recognizable, this
wasn’t even the first time in recent 
months that I felt as if I had stepped
unwittingly into a Sara Levine 
story. By some twist of completely 
off-the-wall fate, the same week I 
was reading an early copy of “The
Hitch,” I was bitten several times
by a dog. Seriously. It was bonkers.
I was walking through a restaurant 
patio on the North Shore and a dog 
launched itself onto my calf like I 
was sirloin. My first thought: Why 
me? I felt like that guy in a movie 
who hasn’t yet become a werewolf 

WHAT’S LIKE GOT 
TO DO WITH IT? 

Evanston author Sara Levine on the art of ‘difficult’ women

Sara Levine plays with her dog Lenny in her home writing space on Jan. 9 in Evanston.

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

“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

Turn to Puppet, Page 3

Turn to Levine, Page 2
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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 
a While,” 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 Théâtre 
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 
“Oil 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 a young girl’s quest 
for vengeance against a 
backdrop of generational 
violence. In “Rhynoce-

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 
a festival first, Thomas 
dons his performer’s hat in 
“Does a Dog Have Buddha 
Nature?” — a blend 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 

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,” 
a new 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 
a naughty reptile with 
an appetite for children. 
Already a hit in 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 is 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.

Puppet
from Page 1

Dixon Place presents “The Harlem Doll Palace,” written by Alva Rogers and directed by Ash Winkfield, here in a New York 
production in 2024.  RICHARD TERMINE

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

”Rhynoceron,” directed and designed by KT Shivak, will be at the Chopin Theatre as part of the 
Chicago International Puppet Theater Festival. RICHARD TERMINE
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Lyric’s presentation of Mozart’sCosì fan tutte is generously made possible by The Negaunee Foundation,Willkie Farr & Gallagher LLP, The Julius Frankel
Foundation, Randy L. & Melvin R.* Berlin, and Bulley & Andrews.Maestro EnriqueMazzola is generously sponsored byAlice & John Butler, H. Gael
Neeson, Sylvia Neil & Daniel Fischel, the Robert and Penelope Steiner Family Foundation, Mary Stowell, and the Zell Family Foundation as members
of the Enrique Circle. Lyric Opera of Chicago thanks its Official Airline, United Airlines, and acknowledges support from the Illinois Arts Council.
Photos: John Shaw/Lyric Opera of Chicago, Andrew Eccles *deceased

Così fan
tutte
A rom-com battle of
the sexes, just in time
for Valentine’s Day. Experience nature’s beauty

and power through a voice
like no other.

Mozart

LYRICOPERA.ORG

Feb. 1 - 15

Thurs, Feb. 5 at 7pm
One Night Only!
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SHOWCASE

N othing ruins a Las Vegas sex 
party like a phone call from 
your spouse in which she 

explains that she’s just discovered 
a lump 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 

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 1½-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, 

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.

“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

CANDIDLY CARNAL
‘Sex Lives of Puppets’ explores frank conversations about sex — no strings attached
BY STEFANO ESPOSITO, 
STAFF REPORTER
sesposito@suntimes.com  |  @slesposito

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

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

Tickets: $49

Info: 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 

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